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      Lovers and loyalties are tested when scandals come to light.

      Memoirist Professor Gavin Nash and his friend Oscar Barratt travel to the picturesque shores of Italy’s Lake Como in search of a rare book said to contain the spell for a magical tattoo. It’s been hidden for centuries in the scriptorium of an ancient abbey, so it’s dreadfully bad luck that they arrive just after it was given away. Worse still, their rivals turn up in the same idyllic village.

      Perhaps luck has nothing to do with it.

      The book’s new owner has no intention of parting with it easily. In exchange, he demands they recover a magic spell stolen by the local artless boatbuilder. But when Gavin and Oscar search the boatshed, the only thing they find is a dead body and signs of magic.

      With the mysterious Miss Wheeler following them on orders from her ruthless employer, the trio becomes entangled in a deadly web of murder, espionage, and long-buried secrets that others will stop at nothing to protect.
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      Dear Reader,

      This second volume of my memoirs begins a year after the first ends. That journey to Scotland proved fruitful with the acquisition of a seminal work about magicians. The book now forms part of the collection at the Glass Library, located on Crooked Lane, London.

      If you haven’t read the first installment of my memoir, you may wish to do so to familiarize yourself with some of the people who’ll reappear in this second volume, and to remind yourself of the state of the friendship between Oscar Barratt and myself. You may recall that he confronted me over an intensely personal issue, leading me to say some things I regretted. I included that argument, as well as other conversations and my private thoughts, to give you, dear reader, a robust account of our expedition. I’ll do so again in this installment. If these memoirs are ever published, they will likely be removed to protect us from repercussions, but for now, I have left them in.

      On this, our first jaunt to Italy, we are hunting a particular book. As with our journey to Scotland the year prior, we encountered more than we anticipated. I hope you enjoy this second volume of The Uncensored Memoirs of a Book Hunter.

      Professor Gavin Nash

      London, 1920
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      On the eve of Oscar’s and my departure from London, the most discussed topic as we left the dockside tavern with Willie wasn’t the weather for the upcoming channel crossing, or the amount of luggage still to be packed, or even the book we hoped to find in the abbey near Milan. It was Willie’s bottom. Or, more specifically, the tattoo decorating it.

      “My ass cheek feels like it’s on fire.” Willie plucked at her buckskin trousers at her hip, only to wince when that made the fabric rub against her tender skin more. “Why didn’t you warn me it would hurt so much, Barratt?”

      “Did you think being stabbed many times by a needle would tickle?” Oscar couldn’t quite keep the amusement out of his voice, although he managed to school his features and not let his grin break free.

      “I thought it would involve more pricking and less stabbing.” Willie nodded a greeting at a woman sitting on a step in a recessed doorway of a run-down building with boarded up windows. It wasn’t abandoned, merely derelict, rather like the woman herself. Despite tired eyes and missing teeth, she’d pulled her dress up to her knees and sat with legs apart in an attempt to entice a paying customer. Fortunately, she didn’t proposition Oscar or me. Or Willie, for that matter.

      A light rain began to fall and I suggested we hail a hackney or find an omnibus to take us back to Mayfair. It was Willie’s home, but also the London residence of our patrons, Matt and India Glass—Lord and Lady Rycroft. We were due to meet them to discuss final arrangements before our departure.

      “I ain’t sitting in a bone-shaker!” Willie declared. “My ass is sore enough. We’ll walk.”

      “But it’s miles to Mayfair,” I said.

      “Quit whining, Prof. You need the practice. There ain’t no omnibuses where you’re going. You might be able to ride a donkey, but mostly you’ll walk.”

      “I think you’ll find Italy is as civilized as London, Willie. Milan has omnibuses, hackneys and trams, too.”

      “Milan might but the abbey won’t.” Willie may not have called me an idiot, but it was certainly implied in her tone. “Matt reckons they live a simple life of austerity.”

      “I don’t care if they make us sleep on stone slabs, as long as they have the book we want,” Oscar said.

      The book he referred to contained a spell that could make a tattooed person fly like a bird. Although it may be pure legend, Oscar was determined to try it for himself. As an ink magician, if anyone could make the spell work, it would be him. We’d learned of the book’s location from another book we acquired in Scotland, and immediately wrote to the abbot. It had taken months to receive a reply, then our departure was delayed by winter and, more recently, a delay in securing passage. Finally, we were ready to leave.

      But first, Oscar wanted to experiment with making Willie fly by speaking his ink floating spell into her new tattoo. The location of it might make that a little difficult.

      “So when can I see it?” Oscar asked.

      “You ain’t seeing it, Barratt. It’s on my ass.”

      “I didn’t realize you were such a prude.”

      “I ain’t, but Jasper is. He won’t like you seeing my ass.”

      Knowing her husband, Detective Inspector Brockwell, I didn’t think he’d particularly mind. He was aware that his wife lived a colorful life, both before and after their marriage. Willie still went out drinking with her friends, swore like a sailor, and showed no signs of being more conventional. Nor did he strike me as the jealous type who’d worry that Oscar would desire Willie if he saw more of her body than was accepted by polite society. Brockwell was quite a calm, rational fellow. He had to be, to survive marriage to Willie with his sanity intact.

      “I don’t want to see all of you naked, just…” Oscar wagged a finger in the general direction of her derriere.

      Neither of them blushed, but I felt the familiar heat rise up my neck to my face. It was grossly unfair that I was the one to suffer visceral reactions to the thought of nudity, when I was neither the one who’d be naked nor the one who’d witness it.

      “How do you expect me to make you fly if I can’t see your tattoo?” he went on.

      “There ain’t no rule that says you have to see the thing you’re putting a spell into.”

      Oscar didn’t look convinced. “You should have got it in a more visible place.”

      “Jasper wouldn’t want it to be visible.”

      “Nor would Matt and India,” I added.

      Willie rounded on me and stamped her hands on her hips. “Do not tell them I got a tattoo.”

      I pushed my glasses up my nose and quickly nodded.

      “Why don’t you want them to know?” Oscar asked her. “They’re familiar with your, er, eccentricities. It won’t take either of them by surprise.”

      “’Cause they’ll want to see it. They’ll tell Cyclops and Catherine then they’ll want to see it, too.”

      “And you don’t want all and sundry to see your naked arse,” Oscar finished. “Understandable, but you should have thought of that before you got it in a delicate location.”

      Willie continued walking, her strides purposeful. “That ain’t the reason I don’t want them seeing it. It’s because they won’t like what they see.”

      For a moment, I thought she meant her naked arse, as Oscar so bluntly put it. Then I realized she meant she didn’t want them seeing the tattoo itself.

      Oscar’s strides matched Willie’s and he easily caught up to her. I had to trot along in their wake. “Now I’m even more intrigued,” he said. “What did you get tattooed?”

      “If I wanted you to know, I’d have let you watch the tattooist at work.”

      Oscar flashed a grin at me over his shoulder, elevating his features from handsome to extraordinary. It was wonderful to see him smile these days, as well as a relief. After we exchanged cross words after returning from Scotland, I worried that our easy friendship would never be the same again. Fortunately, he didn’t seem to have taken the argument to heart and simply continued on as we were.

      I was not quite as unaffected. Although it happened months ago, deep down, I still worried that he thought I’d lied about having no romantic interest in men. Even worse, I now worried that everyone I met thought that way. Oscar had assured me it wasn’t an issue and that we could continue our book hunting adventures together. Unfortunately the law, and society, would care very much. Also, I hadn’t lied. I’d said what I believed to be true at the time. Since then, however, I’d questioned a number of things about myself.

      “Is it a depiction of a vulgar body part?” Oscar asked, still smiling.

      “No,” Willie said.

      “A vulgar hand gesture?”

      She shook her head.

      “A vulgar word?”

      Willie grabbed Oscar’s arm and pulled him into a narrow lane. I followed, covering my nose at the smell. The recent warm weather had hastened the rot of the scraps and other waste in the neglected passage and turned the air into a foul miasma. How anyone could live in these slums was a mystery to me.

      “You’re going to show us your tattoo here?” Oscar asked, peering into the dank, dark depths of the lane.

      “No, Idiot,” Willie said. “I’m going to let you speak your spell. I didn’t want to do it out there where folk will gawp if it works.”

      Oscar waited, but when Willie didn’t start unbuckling her belt, he sighed. “Very well. Take hold of Gavin’s hand to stop yourself flying off. Not that I think this will work if I can’t see the tattoo, but I’m not entirely sure.”

      Willie grasped my hand and announced that she was ready.

      Although the words Oscar recited were foreign to me, they formed a poetic rhythm that was quite mesmerizing, particularly when spoken in his deep, undulating tones. It wasn’t until Willie squeezed my hand that I realized I’d been staring at him.

      The squeeze snapped me to attention. “Is something happening?” I asked her, my voice rising with excitement.

      “No.”

      Oscar muttered, “Damn,” before directing us out of the lane.

      “Never mind,” I said as we continued on our way. “We didn’t expect your ink floating spell to work on a tattoo. I’m sure we’ll find the book containing the right spell in the Abbazia di San Vittore al Lago.”

      “You ain’t worried about the anarchists?” Willie asked. “Matt says there was a state of siege declared after peasants and workers rose up.”

      “That was in Sicily and parts of Tuscany, not the Lombardy region where we’re going. Oscar assures me the unrest hasn’t affected other parts of the country.” We both glanced at Oscar, but he didn’t seem to notice as he fixed his gaze directly ahead. “It’s very kind of you to worry about us, Willie.”

      “I won’t worry if you take this.” She flipped back the flap of her jacket to reveal a gun tucked into the waistband of her trousers.

      “There’s no need,” Oscar said.

      “Willie!” I cried. “Put it away.” I glanced around to make sure no one had seen the gun. “As I said, we’ll be nowhere near the unrest. Isn’t that right Oscar?”

      He quickened his pace. “The rain’s getting heavier. I’m going to take transport. Coming, Gavin?” He strode off, not waiting to see if I’d follow.

      I hurried to catch up, but when I realized Willie didn’t fall into step alongside me, I stopped. “You could stand if you don’t want to sit.”

      “I’ll see you at the house,” she said. “And Prof, if you want to borrow my Colt, just let me know.”

      “Thank you, but we’ll be quite all right. If Oscar says the anarchists aren’t in the Lombardy region, I believe him.”

      She grunted as she watched Oscar signaling to me to hurry to catch the omnibus speeding toward us. I clutched the brim of my hat and hastened toward him.

      I spent much of the journey to Mayfair in silence, stewing on the topic of unrest in Italy. By the time we reached the Park Street townhouse, I’d become rather cross with Oscar. He must be keeping the truth from me because Willie loved her gun. She’d never offer it to someone unless she was truly worried.

      We’d reached the front steps of number sixteen when it suddenly occurred to me that the unrest may have been the reason our passage to Italy was delayed. I was about to confront Oscar when a hansom cab pulled to the curb. I thought Willie had decided not to walk after all, but it wasn’t her who stepped down onto the pavement. It was Matt’s aunt, the dowager Lady Rycroft, and her middle daughter, Miss Charity Glass.

      The dowager ignored Oscar and me and stormed up the steps, black silk skirts whipping her heels. Charity, however, studied Oscar from head to toe. Slowly. Languidly. Her tongue flicked out over her upper lip before she smacked her lips, as if tasting something sweet.

      Oscar, usually so charming and confident with women, bumbled through a greeting.

      She laughed and clasped my arm so tightly that I couldn’t politely slip out of her grip. “Look, Mother. It’s Matt’s friends, two of London’s happiest confirmed bachelors.”

      Up ahead, the dowager’s tall, slim frame pushed past Bristow the butler as he opened the door. “Where is she? Where is Letitia, my selfish, cruel sister-in-law?”
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      I’d never heard Matt’s elderly aunt, Miss Letitia Glass, described as cruel. She could be a dreadful snob, like most of her class, but she was mostly kind. These days, she was also quite doddery and her memory often failed her. She’d never got along with her brother, the previous Lord Rycroft, or his wife. Having met them, I could see why.

      The dowager was as waspish as her youngest daughter Hope, Lady Coyle, whom I’d had the misfortune of doing business with a year ago when we’d purchased some of her late husband’s books.

      But at least Hope’s meanness was predictable, and ultimately harmless. The middle daughter, Charity, was the one who brought my anxiety to the fore. She would lie outright to cause trouble simply because she enjoyed seeing others squirm. Thankfully, she released her grip on me once inside the drawing room so that she could help herself to a slice of cake. She hadn’t even waited for the polite greetings to conclude.

      It was left to her Aunt Letitia to scold her. “Wait to be offered, Child.”

      Charity responded by biting into the sponge cake with glee.

      “She is not a child, as well you know,” the dowager spat.

      “Then she shouldn’t behave like one.” Miss Glass wrinkled her nose as she watched Charity wipe cream off her chin. “Why are you here, Beatrice?”

      “You know why.” The dowager stood rigidly by the door, the veins in her long, slender neck corded with her barely contained fury. “You have intervened in Charity’s application to join the Hanover Square Society, purely out of spite. I am here to demand you stop poisoning the membership committee against your niece.”

      Matt and India exchanged glances before Matt swung into action. “You and Charity are welcome, Aunt Beatrice. Please, sit and have tea. Our meeting with the professor and Oscar can wait a few moments. You’ve met, haven’t you?”

      The dowager flicked her gaze toward us then away while Oscar and I offered pleasantries. “They can come back later. We have important family business to discuss.”

      “Terribly rude,” Miss Glass muttered under her breath. Louder, she said, “No, they may not come back. Mr…” She paused as she tried to recall our names, then simply barreled on when she couldn’t. “These gentlemen have an appointment. Isn’t that right, India?”

      “We invited them to join us for afternoon tea,” India said. “They leave for Italy tomorrow.”

      “We can come back later,” Oscar said.

      “No.” Miss Glass pointed at him. “You may stay. Beatrice was just leaving.”

      The dowager sniffed then sat on the sofa beside her daughter. “Matthew, something must be done about her. She’s even more forgetful, not to mention extremely rude. Hope told me the last time she called on her that Letitia called her fat.”

      Charity snickered. “My sister is fat now.”

      “Yes, but one doesn’t say it to her face. Not if we want to keep using her box at the opera.”

      “She no longer keeps a box. She’s fat and poor.” Charity’s slick smile returned. “All is right in the world.”

      “All is not right,” her mother snapped. “You have been barred from joining the Hanover Square Society because your Aunt Letitia is a vindictive⁠—”

      “That’s enough,” Matt growled, his voice quietly commanding. “State your case and I’ll see what I can do. As you see, we have guests.” He nodded at Oscar and me, standing somewhat awkwardly near the window, pretending not to listen to the family squabble.

      The rare admonishment from her usually placid nephew made the dowager stiffen more. “Charity is of an age to join the Hanover Square Society, that esteemed club for ladies. Your Aunt Letitia has been a long-time member. I was too busy to apply after my husband passed, but I think it will do Charity some good.”

      “Is that the club for spinsters and widows?” India asked.

      “From good families, yes. Its members are involved in fundraising and perform benevolent acts for the poor, if they are so inclined.”

      “And if they are not?” India asked with a glance at Charity.

      “They meet once a week for tea and social engagement. I believe Letitia has made many friends there, and it gave her a focus to ease the pain of never marrying and having children of her own.” It was a barb directed at both her sister-in-law and her own daughter who must be approaching the age some of their ilk considered too old for marriage.

      Fortunately, Miss Glass seemed to have descended into one of her fogs where her mind drifted off, so she didn’t absorb the comment.

      However, Charity’s lips pinched together so hard they went white. She picked up another piece of cake. For one awful moment, I thought she was going to throw at her mother, but she simply lowered it to the plate. “I could marry if I want to, but why would I willingly enter an arrangement that gives all the power to one party and renders the other little better than an indentured servant?”

      That stunned the room into a silence that stretched my nerves thin.

      Matt coughed politely and steered the conversation back on course. “Aunt Letitia hasn’t been to a Society meeting since we moved to the country. I doubt she has any influence anymore.”

      Miss Glass made no comment so it seemed she hadn’t comprehended he was talking about her. She stared down at her hands, linked together in her lap.

      “She’s barring Charity from entering,” the dowager said, snippily. “She must be. Why else has Charity’s application been ignored? I asked them and they said they’d lost it, so Charity sent in another. When there was no response, I confronted the chairwoman of the membership committee again. She admitted there’d been some opposition to Charity joining.” Her hazel eyes sharpened as she glared daggers at her sister-in-law. “Who else would object?”

      Matt looked as though he was scrambling to think of something polite to say, but before he could respond, Miss Glass rallied and emerged from her fog.

      “Is your turban too tight again, Beatrice? It seems to be making your brain smaller.”

      The dowager gasped then self-consciously touched the turquoise turban wrapped around her head. The accessory had been the height of fashion years ago, and some women her age still wore them to hide their graying hair. She did tend to wear hers very tight, forcing the skin on her forehead back and slanting the corners of her eyes upward. “Honestly, Letitia, you do say the oddest things these days.”

      Miss Glass smiled at India. “Would you pour me a cup of tea, dearest?”

      India picked up the teapot. “Will you stay for tea, Beatrice?”

      The dowager pushed herself to her feet. “We’re too busy. Come along, Charity. Matthew, see us out.”

      They said brisk goodbyes then strode to the door. Charity turned before leaving and winked at Oscar, but no one other than he and I noticed. Her mother was ahead of her and Matt was exchanging a rueful smile with India who rolled her eyes. He followed his aunt and cousin out.

      “It’s time to put Letitia in an asylum, Matthew,” the dowager said, her shrill voice carrying clearly, which I suspect was her intention.

      Matt’s response was a firm, “No.”

      A collective breath was expelled by those of us remaining in the drawing room. India invited Oscar and I to sit on the sofa vacated by Charity and her mother.

      “I do apologize,” she said with a sigh.

      “No need,” Oscar said. “I know how families can be. Unfortunately, we can’t choose our relatives.”

      “Trouble with your brother again?” she asked as she handed him a cup of tea.

      Oscar gave her a flat smile. “You know me well, India. Isaac is being his usual overbearing self. He thinks I was a fool to resign from my position at the newspaper, a fool to rely on the income from my books, and an even bigger fool for galivanting around the world, as he puts it. Up until that argument, my visit was going splendidly. I like his children a great deal.”

      What Oscar did not tell her but had told me was that Isaac asked Oscar to leave early and return to London. According to Oscar, Isaac was still jealous that his wife once had feelings for Oscar and worried that perhaps she still did, even though Oscar made sure he was never alone with her. I found it rather sad that the brothers had fallen out over a woman that Oscar had never been interested in.

      “Speaking of children,” I said to change the subject, “is Gabriel napping?”

      “He’s helping Mrs. Bristow in the kitchen.” India’s eyes danced with merriment. “In other words, he’s licking the mixing bowl clean. He’s too young to do more, although he tries. He gets into everything.”

      “He’ll be able to do more in another year or two without creating a mess,” Oscar said with an authority that reminded me he liked to play with his nieces and nephews, not just pat them on the head and send them back to the nursery.

      Matt re-entered the drawing room. It was a signal that seemed to rally Miss Glass. She suddenly sat up straighter and fixed an earnest stare on him. “Tell Willemina to seize the day.”

      “I don’t think she needs reminding,” Matt said with a laugh. “Willie is very good at seizing every moment of every day.”

      “Hmmm. Chronos understands about limited time. Doesn’t he, India?”

      India’s gaze softened. “He does understand.”

      No one corrected Miss Glass and told her that India’s eccentric grandfather had died a few months earlier after a long illness. In many ways, Chronos reminded me of Oscar. A great traveler in his youth, he’d been an advocate for magicians, an adventure-seeker and risk-taker.

      Matt rested a hand on his wife’s shoulder before sitting beside her. “Ready for your departure tomorrow, gentlemen?”

      “As much as we can be,” Oscar said.

      They all turned to me, waiting for my response. “Matt, what do you know about the anarchists in Italy? Is there unrest in the north or is it just the south?”

      Oscar frowned. “I told you. It’s mostly in Sicily with some turmoil in Tuscany. You don’t believe me, Gavin?”

      “I’m wondering why we delayed our departure this long. We could have left in spring. It would have been cooler. Was there unrest in the Lombardy region until recently?” I addressed the question to Matt again.

      Oscar’s jaw firmed but he didn’t respond.

      Matt glanced between us before answering. “There are probably cells of anarchists all over the country, but according to the newspapers, Oscar’s right. The worst of it is in Sicily. Are you anxious about going, Professor? Perhaps you should put it off, or go somewhere else.”

      “No, no. I was just…” I shrugged, feeling silly now for thinking Oscar had lied about the level of unrest. Of course he wouldn’t send us into the fray if it was dangerous. “I was just wondering why our departure had been delayed for so long, and then when Willie offered me her gun⁠—”

      “She did what?” Matt barked.

      India chuckled. “Did you take it?”

      “No!” I pushed my glasses up my nose. “It would be akin to cutting off her limb, which was why I was surprised she offered at all.”

      “Perhaps she’s getting softer as she matures.”

      That made all of us chuckle.

      “Where is she?” Matt asked. “Did she decide not to return with you?”

      “We caught an omnibus. She wanted to walk.”

      “Willie, walk?” He scoffed.

      India frowned. “Where did the three of you go?”

      “We had some last-minute errands to run,” Oscar said before I could decide whether to lie or not to keep Willie’s tattoo a secret as she requested.

      After we finished the tea and cake, the housekeeper returned little Gabriel to his mother and great aunt while Matt, Oscar and I retreated to Matt’s study to finalize funds and travel documents. Not that I had much input. Oscar was better at the arrangements than me, so I mostly listened while he and Matt discussed the details.

      It wasn’t until we were about to leave that Matt spoke directly to me. “Are you sure about this trip, Professor? If you’re worried, you don’t have to go.”

      “If I only did things that didn’t worry me, I’d never do anything. Oscar says the unrest has eased, and I trust his judgement.”

      “According to the newspapers, the situation has calmed somewhat since the assassination attempt on the prime minister and the passing of anti-anarchist laws a few weeks ago. Most of the unrest was in Rome and the south, although the northern cities were affected with strikes and demonstrations but nothing too dangerous. If that changes, and at any point you feel unsafe, take the first passage home.”

      “We will,” I assured him.

      When Oscar didn’t immediately respond, Matt prompted him. “I know you want that book with the tattoo flying spell, but it’s not worth risking your lives.”

      “I wouldn’t endanger my friend,” Oscar growled.

      “Or yourself,” I added, watching him closely.

      We returned to the drawing room to see Willie had arrived. She stood behind the sofa and watched Miss Glass teach Gabriel a hand clapping game as he sat between her and his mother. Both India and Willie looked on with somewhat sad, wistful gazes at the elderly woman taking on a childlike quality as she played with her great nephew. Usually rather prim and stiff, it was sweet to see her engaging with the child, but knowing it was a result of her mind failing took some of the shine off the scene.

      Matt picked up a letter from the sideboard and handed it to Willie. “It’s from Duke.”

      She snatched it and began to read. “It’s about time he wrote.”

      Miss Glass sighed. “Time is of the essence. Tell Duke to seize the day.”

      “You should write to him and tell him yourself, Letty,” Willie said.

      “Why would I write to Duke? He lives upstairs.”

      “He moved back to America last year.”

      “Oh? Why didn’t he say goodbye?”

      “He did. You just forgot.”

      “I did, didn’t I? I’m a little forgetful these days.”

      India picked up Gabriel and placed him on her lap. She patted the space beside her. “Won’t you sit down and read it here, Willie?

      “Yes, Willie,” Oscar chimed in. “You should sit down.”

      She lifted her gaze from the letter long enough to glare at him before resuming reading.

      Matt crossed his arms over his chest and frowned at Oscar then at his cousin.

      Sensing his gaze, Willie folded the letter and tucked it into her pocket. “I’ll read it later.”

      “We should be going,” Oscar said. “Walk us to the door, Willie?”

      We said final farewells to Matt, India and Miss Glass, and ruffled Gabriel’s thatch of thick dark hair, before leaving. Willie led the way, eager for us to go, perhaps so she could read her letter from her dear friend.

      Once we were out of earshot of the others, Oscar turned to her. “Will you consider letting me see the tattoo upon our return? I want to speak the spell into it directly to give it the best chance of working.”

      “You’ve got to get the book with the spell first. It might not be at the abbey anymore.”

      That was a very real possibility. Ever positive, Oscar merely shrugged off the concern. “So, will you tell us what you got tattooed on your arse?”

      “No.”

      “Is it the American flag?”

      “No.”

      “A love symbol?”

      She screwed up her face as she opened the front door. “Goodbye, Barratt. Try not to get shot by anarchists while you’re gone.”

      I gasped.

      “Or if just one of you gets shot,” she went on, “make sure it’s you and not the professor. I like him better.” She ushered us outside and shut the door in our faces.

      Oscar laughed. “Do you think that’s her way of flirting?”

      “With me or you?”

      “Both?”

      We walked side by side along Park Street. The sky had cleared and the sun shone brightly overhead. It didn’t take long before I felt uncomfortably hot, but I resisted the urge to dab at my forehead with a handkerchief. I needed to get used to the heat. It would be warmer in Italy. I was contemplating whether I should pack neckerchiefs to protect my shirt collar from sweat, when Oscar stopped at the intersection.

      “I’m going this way,” he said, pointing to our left. “I’ve got some errands to run.”

      “Then I’ll see you in the morning.” We’d already planned for him to take a cab to my place then collect me and my luggage before heading to the station.

      Oscar didn’t nod. He didn’t give any indication he’d heard me. “Gavin, are you sure you still want to go?”

      “Yes. Of course.”

      “Matt’s right. It’s not too late to back out. I can go alone.”

      “I’m coming with you.”

      “You seemed unsure earlier.”

      I squared up to him and waited until his gaze met mine before responding. “It’s true that I’m unsure about this trip. I’m concerned about anarchists, the heat, the lengthy travel, and the language barrier, among other things. I am also unsure about how many ties to pack, and whether I should eat a small meal or large one tonight. It’s natural for me to worry. In the past, those worries stopped me from doing things. But you heard Miss Glass. She said to seize the day. So I am.”

      Most people would suggest I shouldn’t take advice from an elderly woman losing her mind, but not Oscar. He simply clapped me on the shoulder and said, “Good for you. We’re going to have a molto grande Italian adventure together.”
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      I hadn’t expected Milan to be so modern. When one thinks of Italy, the mind conjures up archaeological digs uncovering ancient ruins, not electric trams and the latest fashions worn by a significant number of the population. I was glad we’d allowed ourselves a day for sightseeing before leaving for the Abbazia di San Vittore at Lake Como, although there was so much to see we could have stayed longer.

      As the narrow street we’d been walking down ended, we finally got our first sight of the entire duomo, although we’d seen the rooftop spires at various points on the walk from our hotel.

      “Magnificent,” I murmured on a breath. “It’s so light and bright.” A pink hue tinging the pale marble gave the flamboyant façade a warmth that beckoned the traveler to step inside. I wasn’t a devout man, but I couldn’t wait to see the interior after reading about it in our Baedeker guidebook.

      “The entire city feels bright,” Oscar said. “The sun must be stronger here than in England.”

      “The air is certainly cleaner than London which must help everything seem brighter.” I pressed a hand to my hat and tipped my head back to squint up at the many spires shooting from the top of the duomo like fireworks. “My Baedeker says there are over two thousand statues.”

      “Are you going to stand there and count them all or are we going in?”

      Not only did we go in, but we purchased a ticket to the roof terrace where we were afforded a spectacular view of the city. The ochre-colored terracotta roofs of Milan’s buildings spread out below us, and in the distance, the slate-gray ridges of the Alps looked like the back of a slumbering dragon against the clear blue sky. The piazza bustled with tourists and hawkers pushing barrows and carts, selling souvenirs and ices, but their voices didn’t reach us. Despite the awe-inspiring views, we didn’t stay up long. The heat was unbearable.

      After a few more hours visiting galleries and museums, Oscar insisted we find a coffee house rather than return to the hotel. I wasn’t convinced it was a good idea since an establishment frequented by the locals was unlikely to have any English tea.

      “We’re not drinking tea,” he told me. “We’re in Italy. We’ll have coffee.”

      “In the middle of the afternoon?”

      Apparently, there was no conventional hour for coffee consumption in Italy. The café and restaurant near La Scala opera house was as lively as the Ye Olde Cheshire Cheese on Fleet Street on Friday evenings. In some ways, it felt similar to my favorite tavern back home, with mostly middle- and upper-class men in earnest conversation or reading in a corner booth, but with more coffee and less ale. It looked different, too. The Cheshire was cozy with its dark wood paneling and dim lighting, whereas the café was bathed in light streaming through the large windows. Gilt-framed mirrors reflected the light back into the room, and once the sun went down, large chandeliers hanging from the high ceilings would take over.

      Using a few words of Italian that he’d picked up on the journey and universally recognizable hand gestures, Oscar managed to order two coffees and something to eat. He looked pleased with himself as he stretched out his legs and surveyed the other patrons.

      “I think many are discussing politics,” he said with a nod at a nearby table where four well-dressed men poured over a leaflet.

      “I expected more discussion around artistic endeavors since we’re so close to La Scala Opera House,” I said.

      While Oscar quite openly studied our neighbors and surroundings, I tried to be subtle about it, not wanting to annoy the locals. A large number of them seemed fired up, speaking in raised voices accompanied by expressive hand gestures, yet presumably they sat with friends. I wouldn’t want to see how they treated nosey strangers.

      I turned to the view outside, across the street to Piazza della Scala with its striking statue of Leonardo da Vinci. I breathed deeply, drawing the strong, bitter smell of coffee into my lungs, and relaxing for the first time since arriving in Milan. Where earlier our tourists’ view of the city was like the one from the top of the Duomo—far away and affording an overview only—now that we’d slowed down, I could see the detail. Wide-eyed visitors clutching guidebooks took in their awe-inspiring surroundings. A black and white dog trotted behind a man wheeling a barrow. It must contain something smelly because the child holding his mother’s hand as he passed the barrow pinched his nose in disgust. A flash of sunlight glinted off a silver shoe buckle of a gentleman leaning against a lamp post.

      Our coffees arrived in small cups along with slices of a cake with a nutty smell. The waiter had just set them down when an explosion rattled the windows.

      Oscar shot to his feet. “What the devil!”

      Several patrons ran out of the café and across to the piazza. As the smoke cleared, a man was seen running from the Palazzo Marino holding his arm and limping across the piazza. I thought he was a victim until he was captured and wrestled to the ground. Four men dressed in the distinctive dark blue tunic with red piping and white bandolier of the Carabinieri Reali descended on the group and cleared the area, motioning with their batons. The elegant Palazzo seemed undamaged, and I couldn’t see other injured parties, thankfully. With the bomber caught, hopefully it was all over.

      Oscar sat again and the waiters resumed their duties. The volume of the conversations around us were even louder and more heated than before. Leaflets were brandished in anger, fingers pointed and fists banged, making my nerves jump.

      Oscar asked a passing waiter who spoke English to explain the situation.

      “It is the work of anarchists,” the waiter said, with a wave in the direction of the piazza.

      “How do you know it’s the anarchists?” Oscar asked.

      “Palazzo Marino is Milano’s…how do you say in English…city hall. The anarchists have threatened to blow up government buildings.” The waiter lifted both shoulders in a shrug. “Who else would do it?”

      “The bomber didn’t do a very good job,” I said to Oscar after the waiter left. “The building is still standing and he injured himself and was captured.”

      “That’s the problem with bombs,” he said. “The bomber has just a brief window in which to get away uninjured. All the methods for delaying the bomb’s detonation are unreliable. Slow-burning substances can be extinguished by a passerby before they reach the bomb, or even blown out by the wind, and clockwork mechanisms are unreliable and prone to failure.”

      “India could create one that worked.”

      One side of his mouth quirked with his wry smile. “Thankfully she’s not inclined to blow things up.” He lifted his coffee cup to his lips only to lower it again. “Do you recall the firework magician that India and Matt met a few years ago? She used her magic on bombs to detonate them from afar.”

      “I do. Thank goodness her magic was very rare.” Hopefully it was so rare that she was the only firework magician in existence. While I sympathized with the laborers who worked under harsh conditions, I didn’t agree with their violent methods to get their point across. Innocents shouldn’t be injured in the pursuit of fair working conditions.

      By the time we left the café, the bomber had been removed and people were once again going about their business, although an air of unease had settled over the Piazza della Scala and the nearby Piazza del Duomo. A group of youths dressed in working men’s attire of flat cap and neckerchief lingered near the entrance to the Galleria Vittorio, but they’d have been foolish to cause trouble with so many Carabinieri out in force. The law enforcers kept the youths in their sights as they moved along anyone getting too close to the bomb site.

      “I think we should dine in the hotel tonight,” Oscar said.

      I readily agreed. As interesting as Milan was, it was too volatile for my liking. I’d be glad when we reached the calmer, safer countryside.
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      Departing Milan proved somewhat frustrating the following morning. Our train was delayed due to a strike that had been suddenly called by the railway workers, but it lasted only two hours and we eventually got under way.

      I didn’t read a single page of my book on the journey to the village of Como. There was too much to see once the industrial outer reaches of Milan gave way to the green countryside. Dappled with farms and villas, and the ever-present Alps looming in the distance, it was a dramatic and picturesque landscape, and I wanted to drink it all in.

      Upon arriving in Como, we transferred to a luxurious paddle steamer along with hundreds of other passengers, many of them tourists experiencing the breathtakingly beautiful lake for the first time, too. Oscar had wanted to purchase first-class tickets, but I insisted we save money and sit in second-class. The journey would take a mere two to three hours, and we didn’t need the luxury of velvet-covered seats and mahogany paneled walls, although I did want to sit inside, out of the sun. According to the man in the ticket booth, the boat’s upper deck had few wooden benches under the awnings and not everyone would be able to sit. It seemed to me that the tourists and some Italian gentlemen preferred first or second class, while the economical upper deck attracted locals. Some even carried caged chickens and baskets or sacks containing produce, and I spotted an artist with a sketchbook under his arm.

      While Oscar studied the other passengers, my gaze was once again drawn to the scenery. Pretty villages clustered at the feet of hills along the lake’s edges, the spires of their churches rising above the terracotta roofs. Occasionally, a larger villa with manicured gardens occupied a prominent outcrop of land, drawing the eye like a conquering emperor stamping his authority on the surrounds. Apparently, Caesar himself had a villa on the shores, but its precise location was lost to time.

      “It’s more beautiful than I imagined,” I said on a breath.

      Oscar made a non-committal noise as another paddle steamer passed us going in the opposite direction, albeit much slower. A crewman leaned over the railing of the forward deck, seeming to speak to someone on the other side, out of our view. With a wave and a hand signal, the funnel spewed a column of black smoke into the air. The steam-powered paddlewheel increased the speed of its rotations and the boat moved on, revealing the smaller vessel on the other side that had come to a complete stop. It must be a private charter ferrying wealthy passengers across the lake that had got into some difficulty. The larger public ferry had stopped to check if they needed help, but it seemed the crew of the small steamer had it in hand.

      It wasn’t the crew that caught my attention, however. One of the passengers who’d come onto the deck for fresh air seemed familiar. From a distance, I couldn’t make out her face, but the dark-skinned woman dressed in a lemon and cream-colored gown holding a matching parasol reminded me of Miss Wheeler. That beautiful lady had captured Oscar’s heart when we met her in Edinburgh last year. Her intelligence, bravery and skill with both her umbrella and magic chalk had led us to rescue two missing magicians from their captors.

      I was about to point her out to Oscar when I noticed the man beside her. Where she held herself with poise and grace, his stance was all arrogance. With a fat cigar between his lips and one hand clutching the railing, he gestured aggressively at a crewman with his other hand. Seeing them together, I was in no doubt who it was.

      What were the American railroad magnate, John J. Defoe and his enigmatic assistant, Miss Adele Wheeler, doing at Lake Como at the same time as us?

      And did Oscar know they’d be here? Was that why he’d been studying the faces of the other passengers on our ferry and not the scenery? Was the coincidence not a coincidence at all?

      More importantly, did their presence have anything to do with the reason we’d delayed our journey?
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      I did not tell Oscar about sighting Miss Wheeler and Mr. Defoe on the broken-down boat. I wanted to be one hundred percent certain before mentioning her name to him. He’d been low in spirits after our Scotland jaunt ended, and although he didn’t admit being hurt by her rejection of his offer to leave Defoe’s employ and join us, I suspected it was the reason for his melancholy. He’d hid it well. He pretended to be cheerful. He joined in lively debates at Ye Olde Cheshire Cheese, and smiled often. But when he thought no one was looking, his smiles faded and his gaze grew distant. Either he was pining for the sort of adventure we’d had in Edinburgh or for Miss Wheeler. Perhaps both.

      We checked into our rooms in the Grande Hotel, situated on the lakefront promenade in the pretty village of Monteoro. I’d not even finished unpacking when Oscar knocked on my door.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      “Not quite.” I invited him in while I retrieved my hat. “Have you got the map?”

      He removed it from his inside jacket pocket, waved it around, then pocketed it.

      “Have you studied the route?”

      “We’ll do it on the way.” At my doubtful look, he added, “I know which direction to set off in. Trust me, Gavin. We won’t get lost.”

      “It’s very hot out.”

      “That’s why we have summer hats.” He touched the brim of his straw boater and nodded pointedly at mine, perched on top of my valise.

      I picked it up. “I’m not sure it’s wise to go to the abbey now. It’s growing late.”

      “It won’t be dark for hours.”

      I surrendered and followed him out of the room, not because my concerns were allayed, but because he had an air of tenacity about him. I knew from experience that when he set his mind on something, he rarely changed it.

      After the journey from Milan, I’d wanted to spend what remained of the day sightseeing in Monteoro before enjoying a hearty meal in the hotel’s terrace restaurant, but that would have to wait. The abbey and its book beckoned Oscar. Setting aside my concerns, I was rather excited, too. Exploring a centuries-old library appealed to every fiber of my being.

      We passed other hotels, large and small, as well as restaurants setting up for the evening. Tourists promenaded along the lake’s edge, the ladies clutching parasols with one hand and their companion’s arm with the other. The shops on the main street mostly sold souvenirs, their signs declaring them locally made in English as well as Italian, and sometimes German. The village’s roots as a fishing hub were almost obliterated by the infrastructure required to support tourism, but there were still some wooden rowboats bobbing on the wash created by the paddle steamer ferry gliding toward the dock.

      Oscar consulted his map then pointed up a narrow alley squeezed between buildings. “This way is faster and won’t have much traffic.”

      It had no traffic. Ancient cobblestoned steps made it impossible for wheeled vehicles to traverse even if they could fit. We soon left the busy promenade behind and passed through the bowels of Monteoro where tourists had no reason to venture. Unlike the perfect face shown to the tourists at the lakeshore, the aging stone walls looming on either side of us bore the stories of the village’s history in the scrapes, gouges and, in one case, what I suspected was a bullet hole. Overhead, the band of blue sky was broken only by the washing strung between balconies on either side of the alley. The steady rhythm of our footsteps, joined by the labored rhythm of my breathing, was accompanied by the distant baritone of a man singing.

      Despite the high walls protecting us from the blazing sun, my shirt soon dampened. I pondered the propriety of removing my jacket but hadn’t reached a conclusion when a stocky man carrying a large sack across his broad shoulders emerged from a door. Oscar and I flattened ourselves against the wall to let him pass. I was glad for the reprieve from the continuous uphill climb.

      “You said this way is faster,” I huffed out between breaths.

      “Shorter not faster.” Oscar didn’t sound in the least out of breath.

      “You did say faster.”

      “I won’t argue with your memory, Gavin. Anyway, what did you expect from a village with the word mont in the name?” He set off again. “Come on, it’s not far.”

      It felt far, and once we reached the top where the narrow lane opened to a wider street, I was disappointed to see it also ran uphill, albeit at a gentler slope. I pressed a hand to my aching side. “This village will be the death of me.”

      “Be thankful we only have to visit the abbey once.” Oscar pointed to a small piazza across the street. “There’s a drinking fountain.”

      I removed my handkerchief from my pocket and patted my damp forehead then followed him to the stone fountain in the middle of the piazza. The water revived me a little and we set off again, following the route out of the village that climbed ever upwards. I silently cursed the religious orders for desiring the highest locations for their establishments. Surely they could commune with God from the flats just as well as the peaks.

      We passed a branch of the road with a faded sign pointing downhill to where the gravel lane snaked upon itself before disappearing altogether. I could just make out the word Pecco. That must be the direction to Monteoro’s sister village. According to our Baedecker, Pecco was a quaint fishing village that had avoided being overrun by tourists, unlike its larger neighbor. The guidebook said it was worth the walk from Monteoro to experience an authentic Lake Como village.

      We didn’t take that branch. We continued ever upward along the narrow road bordered by low stone walls. Lush vegetation kept the air cooler than I expected, but I remained thoroughly soaked in my own sweat. A few steps ahead of me, Oscar stopped to remove his jacket. I followed suit and took a moment to take in the view while restoring air to my depleted lungs. Below us, Monteoro nestled on the shore of the glistening lake, its ochre roofs and church spires like a cluster of jewels. The largest building, the Villa Corzoni on the southern end, was the diamond among them.

      “Stunning,” Oscar said.

      “Indeed.” I drew in a deep breath before continuing on.

      We passed a pair of intrepid English tourists coming down the hill, hiking sticks aiding their steps. They informed us we didn’t have far to go to reach the abbey and kindly offered us sips from their canteen. Thankfully, they weren’t exaggerating, and we soon caught glimpses of the bell tower through the olive trees, then finally the abbey complex, squatting on the crest of the hill.

      A monk stationed at the gatehouse beckoned to a fellow monk nearby. The second one greeted us in English and, after we explained the reason for our visit, led us across the forecourt littered with leaves and potholes to a covered ambulatory that ran the length of one side of the cloister. The vaulted stone walkway provided some welcome shade which hopefully the two monks toiling in the courtyard garden would have the opportunity to appreciate soon. Their faces were red from the heat, their movements slow as they pulled weeds and grass out of one of the garden beds. There were more weeds growing in the cracks in the paths, but going by their size, it seemed the monks had decided to leave them there a long time ago.

      Our echoing footsteps were the only sound in the peaceful abbey. It wouldn’t have always been so empty. Centuries ago, when it kept a patriarchal eye over its flock from its hilltop perch, thirty or forty monks would have lived and worked here. I counted only four, including our guide, all looking as worn out as the crumbling walls.

      The abbey librarian I’d been corresponding with for the past year had stipulated that we speak to the abbot upon our arrival, and it was to the abbot’s office we were taken. Aside from an iron candelabra and large wooden cross on the wall, three buckets had been positioned on the floor in the spartan room. It took me a moment to realize they were there to catch drips on rainy days.

      A tall man with gray flecks in the ring of hair beneath his shaved tonsure stood at the desk and welcomed us in heavily accented English. The bulging eyes studied us with unnerving intensity and the serious downturn of his mouth had me thinking he didn’t like what he saw.

      “Thank you for receiving us, Father Abbot,” Oscar began.

      “Welcome to Abbazia di San Vittore al Lago. If I knew you were coming today, I would be more prepared. Your letter did not say, Signore Barratt.”

      I waited for Oscar to remind him that it was me who’d been corresponding with the abbey librarian, not Oscar. But he did not.

      He gave a slight bow. “Our apologies, Father Abbot.”

      The abbot indicated the door. “Please, let us go to the library now. It is late.”

      I wasn’t sure if he was admonishing us for visiting at such an hour or if he was concerned that we should be heading back to the village in the dark.

      We followed him out of the office, along the corridor to another room, this one much more to my liking. The walls under the vaulted ceiling were lined with packed bookshelves, and tall windows let in enough light for reading at the slanted wooden tables darkened with age. I breathed deeply, drawing in the scent of parchment, ink and beeswax, the latter from the many candles in the room. Despite the stone floor, the room was comforting, cozy, just as I imagined a medieval abbey library to be.

      The young monk watching me from beneath a fringe of long eyelashes looked pleased with my reaction. “You must be Professor Nash.” His English was less accented than the abbot’s, his smile genuinely welcoming. “I am the librarian and archivist, Brother Eduardo. Please, come in.” He stretched out his hand for me to shake, like an English gentleman, although the grip was light. “It is good to put a face to the name.”

      “Indeed it is,” I said. “What a wonderful space you have to work in, Brother. You are fortunate to be surrounded by so much knowledge.”

      “Would you like to look around, Professor?” Smiling, he indicated a set of shelves housing manuscripts chained to iron rods running the length of each shelf. “These are the oldest volumes. Some date to the thirteenth century.”

      “Vellum?”

      “And parchment.”

      I wiggled my fingers, not quite sure where to begin or whether I should be touching such precious tomes at all. “You are fortunate to be able to work in this wonderful space, Brother.” Oh lord, I was repeating myself. I felt like a buffoon in front of such a composed young man.

      Fortunately, Brother Eduardo didn’t laugh. Instead, he took in the room as if he were seeing it with fresh eyes all over again. “It was once the scriptorium, filled with a dozen monks all bent to the task of copying precious documents. The illustrators had great skill, their work so fine and elegant. May I suggest a volume to you, Professor? It’s one of my favorites.”

      “Oh yes, please do.”

      He lightly grasped my elbow and steered me toward another bookshelf. He smelled of lavender soap and ink, a rather pleasant combination, and offered me a warm smile as he reached past me to retrieve a book.

      Behind us, Oscar cleared his throat. “I’m sorry to intrude upon this meeting of like-minds, but I need to point out that it’s growing late. Brother, do you have the book we requested?”

      I’d been so preoccupied with my surroundings that I didn’t notice the abbot had disappeared until he chose that moment to return. He stood near the door, hands clasped loosely in front of him. Did he think the books and his librarian needed guarding from us? Or was he simply being a good host? I wasn’t familiar enough with Italian or abbey customs to know.

      “I am afraid I have some unfortunate news,” Brother Eduardo said.

      Oscar stilled. “How unfortunate?”

      “I cannot find any books on the subject of ink magic.”

      “Why didn’t you tell us this when we wrote to you a year ago?”

      I tried glaring at Oscar, encouraging him not to get so heated, but he wasn’t looking at me. I didn’t think a glare would make any difference anyway. He oozed disappointment and frustration from the fists clenched at his sides to the hard set of his jaw.

      “I have been looking for the book you requested for a year, Mr. Barratt.” Brother Eduardo swept a hand around the room to encompass the vast number of volumes. “Without a title, or any indication what the book was about, I had to search these individually.”

      “You hadn’t already read each one?”

      Brother Eduardo’s lips quirked with wry amusement. “No.”

      Oscar huffed. “Then you have wasted our time.”

      “Oscar,” I hissed. “Brother Eduardo warned me in his last letter that he’d not yet found it. It was our decision to come anyway.”

      Brother Eduardo cast me a grateful smile. “Perhaps your visit is not a waste. I believe I know where the book is now.” He glanced at the abbot who remained by the door, his chin jutted forward and his back ramrod straight. He was definitely keeping an eye on us.

      The librarian picked up a leather-bound ledger from his desk. “This is a catalog of books that were once kept here but have been sold or given away over the years. Professor, will you join me?”

      I peered over his shoulder. “Why not keep all of your books?”

      “Some are sold to raise funds for the abbey’s upkeep. Our financial situation was not as it once was. Unfortunately, abbeys and monasteries in remote areas are falling into ruin these days.”

      “And the books that are given away?”

      Again, he glanced at the stern abbot before meeting my gaze. “In their case, the values of the subject matter do not align with the values of the Abbazia di San Vittore al Lago.”

      Ah. I understood. Magic and religion were not always comfortable companions, even now when it was widely accepted that a magician was born not bred, and therefore his or her magic was as God-given as blue eyes or a big nose. From the cautious glances Brother Eduardo cast in his abbot’s direction, it seemed the head of this abbey held the view that magic was heresy. Hopefully his prejudice ran only as deep as rejecting books in his collection, not magicians themselves. And hopefully Oscar would keep his mouth shut and not decide to demonstrate the beauty of floating ink.

      Brother Eduardo flipped back a page and indicated several entries. “These were given away some months ago to a gentleman in Monteoro. They are all books that mentioned magic in some form. I had not read them all, so it is possible the book you seek is in there. Some were written in the time that fits the book you seek, some were more modern, others older.”

      Oscar joined me to read the titles, but they were all in Latin so he wouldn’t have understood them. Without him asking, I translated for him. He stood close to me, which didn’t go unnoticed by Brother Eduardo, watching us intently from beneath those long dark lashes of his.

      I tapped my finger on the final entry to get his attention. One particular book had caught my eye. “This was an important work, known to have been used by Charles Darwin as a basis for his theory on evolution.”

      “What’s the title in English?” Oscar asked.

      “Bloodlines and Birthright: Observations on Inherited Traits by a Monk,” I read. “Did you give it away or sell it?”

      Brother Eduardo gave a soft sigh. “It was given to Signore Scala along with the others listed here.”

      “We would have paid you well for it.”

      Brother Eduardo’s gaze once again flicked to the abbot before lowering again to the ledger. “Perhaps it contains the ink magic spell you need, Professor.”

      “No, it doesn’t. I read it years ago and would remember something of that nature.”

      “He would,” Oscar chimed in. “His memory is excellent.”

      “The professor is a learned man, I understand.” Brother Eduardo sounded interested. Pleased, even. Perhaps he didn’t meet too many educated gentlemen, isolated as he was in this decaying abbey.

      “Very learned,” Oscar told him. “Gavin has written some excellent books on the history of magic, among other things. The university where he worked was sorry to see him go. Their loss is my gain. I am very happy to have his big brain on our book hunting endeavors. His company too, of course.”

      The mention of my specialty of magic history had Brother Eduardo once again glancing at the abbot. Although it wasn’t an anxious glance, it held a measure of uncertainty. Did he expect the abbot to throw us out? The abbot had welcomed us, despite knowing our interest in magic, so I felt his worry was unnecessary.

      Brother Eduardo closed the ledger and picked up a piece of paper from the desk. “I copied the entries for all the books sold to Signore Scala. Take it with you and perhaps he will negotiate a price.”

      “Does Signore Scala live in the village?” Oscar asked.

      “He lives at Villa Corzoni.”

      My heart sank. If the new owner of the book we wanted also owned that bright jewel of a villa on the edge of the lake, he had no need of money. We’d have to convince him to sell us the book using some other means.

      “It is late,” the abbot said. “You should leave now before it grows dark.” Without waiting for an answer, the tall man ducked under the doorway as he left the library and strode off. We followed.

      “Perhaps they could join us for vesperae and supper,” Brother Eduardo said, trailing behind.

      “No,” the abbot barked over his shoulder.

      Brother Eduardo lowered his head and murmured an apology.

      I expected Oscar to be equally vehement in declining the invitation to join the monks in prayer, but he seemed distracted. He lengthened his strides to keep apace with the abbot. “Why didn’t you tell us you’d removed all the books containing magic when we wrote?”

      “When I wrote,” I corrected him.

      Although Oscar addressed the abbot, it was the librarian, walking alongside me, who answered. “I was not aware all the books mentioning magic were removed from the library. However, I should have written to the Professor about the purging of our collection.” He suddenly grasped my hand. “I am very sorry, Professor.”

      I snatched my hand back before either Oscar or the abbot noticed. I’d already had an inkling that Brother Eduardo was one of those men who liked other men, and had seemed to take a liking to me, but I’d not expected him to be so bold. My outright rejection of his touch made him lower his head, his cheeks flaming. My own heated, which only made the situation more intolerable.

      Oscar was oblivious to the scene playing out behind him. “Father Abbot? You purged the books, didn’t you?”

      “Si. I gave those devil books to the devil himself.”

      Beside me, Brother Eduardo gasped. His fingers closed around the simple wooden cross hanging around his neck.

      “Signore Scala is greedy, depraved,” the abbot went on, his accent more pronounced than ever. “I did not tell you they were gone, Signore Barratt, because I thought you might find the book you want in what remains of our collection.”

      “You mean you hoped we’d root out any volumes about magic that you missed.” Oscar shook his head in disappointment. “We weren’t lying when we wrote saying we didn’t know its title.”

      “We?” I echoed.

      Oscar put a hand up to tell me to wait until later for that conversation. “Finding the book mentioning the spell among the abbey’s collection would be like finding a needle in a haystack. You accepted my donation under false pretenses, Father Abbot.”

      A donation, too! What else had Oscar done behind my back?

      “The money was not for the book,” the abbot said. “It was for informing you about your friends’ visit. As I wrote in my letter, they are expected tomorrow. I did what you asked.”

      Friends!

      It all began to make sense. The delayed departure for Italy, the sighting of Miss Wheeler and Mr. Defoe on the lake…Oscar had timed our visit with theirs, based on the information supplied by the abbot. Information Oscar had paid for.

      A light touch to my elbow took me by surprise. I wasn’t aware I was almost on Oscar’s heels until Brother Eduardo urged me to slow down. He lowered his voice. “Father Abbot does not like Signore Scala.”

      “So I gathered.”

      “He is not evil, despite what the abbot says.” He lowered his voice further. “He is an aesthete, as you English say.”

      “Depraved, the abbot called him. Is that because Signore Scala is interested in magic?”

      Brother Eduardo didn’t answer. We’d caught up to Oscar and the abbot, waiting at the top of the staircase for us. The abbot gave Brother Eduardo instructions in Italian then switched to English to speak to us.

      “Goodbye, Signore Barratt, Professor Nash. May God be with you.”

      I thanked him while Oscar merely gave a stiff nod. The abbot returned to his office, leaving us with the librarian.

      Brother Eduardo indicated we should go ahead of him down the stairs. “You two are very good friends,” he said, pitching his voice higher at the end, almost but not quite, asking a question.

      Oscar’s only response was an indecipherable humph.

      I, however, was still rather cross with him for writing to the abbot without telling me, and my response was curt. “I thought we were.”

      Oscar tilted his head to regard me. “Gavin,” he began. He didn’t continue, but I suspected it was a conversation we’d pick up again on the walk back to the village.

      Brother Eduardo escorted us across the forecourt to the gatehouse and shook our hands in farewell. “Be careful, I beg you. Dusk is here.”

      We should have heeded his advice more closely, but Oscar and I were distracted by our argument.
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      “Before you get cross with me,” Oscar said as we left the abbey behind, “there’s a reason I didn’t tell you I wrote to the abbot.”

      “I am already cross,” I said.

      Oscar studied me with arched brows.

      “And may I point out that you didn’t just write to the abbot without telling me, you bribed him.”

      “It was a donation, not a bribe.”

      “I beg to differ.”

      He blew out an exasperated breath. “Gavin, I didn’t confide in you because I knew you would object.”

      “You can read my mind, can you?”

      “Don’t be churlish. I do know you well enough to guess how you would have reacted to me wanting to coincide our visit here with Miss Wheeler’s.”

      “And Defoe’s. Or have you forgotten the robber baron she works for, the one who tried outbidding us for the Mackenzie book in Scotland last year?”

      “Tried and failed. And no, I didn’t forget about him. He was at the forefront of my mind.”

      I snorted. “As was Miss Wheeler, evidently. Don’t pretend this isn’t about her and your ridiculous feelings for her.”

      He stopped. “Ridiculous!”

      I stopped too, and apologized. I hadn’t meant to be cruel. “Not ridiculous. That isn’t the right word. All I mean is, first you fall in love with India, then Lady Louisa, and now Miss Wheeler. You’re fickle at best, Oscar, and…” I trailed off and resumed walking.

      “Pathetic?” He fell into step alongside me. “Is that what you were going to say?” When I didn’t answer, he added, “I was never in love with India. I admired her. And the way I feel about Miss Wheeler is different to how I felt with Louisa. I can’t explain it, but I do know that even after a year of not seeing her, I can’t stop thinking about her.” When I still didn’t respond, he continued. “I may blindly follow where my heart leads, but at least I do something about the feelings bubbling away inside me.”

      My jaw dropped, but I quickly closed my mouth. I had no desire to continue with the argument we’d started after returning from Scotland. I’d said everything I wanted to say on the subject of my nature, and it was best left at that, particularly when Brother Eduardo’s intense gazes were still fresh in my mind.

      We fell into a strained silence, our strides purposeful as we followed the sloping road back to Monteoro. Olive groves gave way to the lush vegetation rising up on either side of the road. The trees were at their densest where the road forked into two branches, one leading to Pecco, the other Monteoro. The tree canopies almost met overhead, blocking out the remaining light. All around us it went dark, as if the remaining candle in a room had been existinguished.

      Oscar suddenly caught my arm, forcing me to stop. “Did you hear that?” he whispered.

      I had heard the distinctive clink of coins, too. I also saw the two men standing several feet away among the trees. One had been handing the other a pouch when they spotted us. They both squared their shoulders. The larger of the two cracked his knuckles.

      Then they charged toward us.

      Oscar swore and pushed me ahead of him. I ran, relieved to hear his footsteps right behind me. Although he probably had a knife on him, he’d have been foolish to attempt to fight off two brigands. Even if they weren’t armed, they looked like they could do a lot of damage with their fists.

      I wasn’t as athletic as Oscar and he soon overtook me. “Faster Gavin!” he urged with a glance over his shoulder. His pace suddenly slowed, however, allowing me to catch up. “They’re not following.”

      I slowed too and sucked in several deep breaths. We walked swiftly the rest of the way to Monteoro, keeping one eye on our surroundings lest those men jump out at us. Thankfully we reached the village without incident.

      We spotted two Carabinieri chatting in the piazza outside the church where we’d stopped to drink from the fountain earlier. Oscar suggested we report the incident.

      “There are two highwaymen on the approach road,” he told them.

      At their shrugs, I said, “It’s not a highway, Oscar. They may not be familiar with the word highwayman.”

      “Good point.” He turned back to the Carabinieri officers. “Thieves.”

      They shrugged again.

      “Robbers. Brigands. Bandits.” At their somewhat bored looks, Oscar made a slicing motion with his finger across his throat while pointing with his other hand in the direction we’d just come from.

      “The robbers cut your throat?” one of the Carabinieri asked, proving he spoke English after all. “I do not see blood.”

      “They may have slit our throats if we hadn’t run off,” Oscar said, defensively. “The point is, there are two unsavory men on that road. You should move them along before the next people pass.”

      The Carabinieri exchanged smirks. “Only a fool is on that road in the dark.”

      Oscar bristled.

      I grabbed his shoulder and pulled him away. “They can’t arrest the men anyway,” I said as we walked off. “They didn’t rob us.”

      “In England, they’d be moved on, away from a main tourism center.”

      “We are not in England.”

      He gave a grudging laugh. “Indeed.”

      By mutual, silent agreement, we decided to take the longer, more winding route through the village to the lake shore where the hotels were situated, rather than the steep shortcut where we could be easily trapped. As soon as my heart stopped racing from fear and exertion, a loud crack followed by more explosions set it hammering against my ribs again. Fireworks burst in the sky overhead.

      The light flashed across Oscar’s upturned face as he admired them. “The guidebook says a local man sets them off from a barge on the lake every Friday evening.”

      The pop and crack lasted a few minutes before culminating in a series of rapid bursts until the show stopped altogether. The smell of burnt gunpowder drifted toward us on the breeze.

      “Oscar, how did you know Miss Wheeler and Mr. Defoe would visit Monteoro at all? They didn’t know the book with the ink spell was once housed in the abbey. We purchased the Mackenzie book in Edinburgh which had the only reference to its location. What made you think they’d found out?”

      “Miss Wheeler read the Mackenzie book after she stole it from you that night in Edinburgh,” he said. “She must have told Defoe.”

      “She said she wasn’t going to tell him she’d had the book in her possession. I believe her.”

      “As do I. But she could have told him she snuck into your room and read the relevant passage about the location of the ink spell book then and there. She didn’t have to admit she took it. It’s just my guess, but I’d wager it’s a correct one.”

      “A guess? So she never admitted to you that she read the Mackenzie book while she had it?”

      “When would she have admitted that? We haven’t corresponded this past year. Every conversation I’ve had with her so far, I’ve had in your presence in Edinburgh. I merely presumed she’d read it because that’s what I would have done if I were in her shoes.”

      That explained one mystery. Now to the other. “It was fortunate their private charter boat broke down on the lake so we could arrive ahead of them. I suppose they got here too late to make a safe journey up to the abbey in daylight.”

      Oscar’s only answer was to clap me on the shoulder. “We deserve a hearty Italian meal and a local vino for dinner. It’s been a long day.”

      “It has. That’s why I’ll have a tray delivered to my room. I want an early night.”

      Oscar lowered his hand to his side. “You’re still cross with me.”

      “I’m tired, Oscar. That’s all. I’ll see you at breakfast.”

      We didn’t speak until we parted ways outside our rooms, positioned next to each other on the third floor of the hotel. Even then, it was merely to say goodnight. By the time I climbed into bed, weary from the day’s travel and exertions, my anger finally dissipated. I didn’t want to be cross with Oscar any longer. If I were infatuated with someone, I’d probably go out of my way to see them again, too. Tomorrow, I’d be kinder to him.
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      The day promised to be another hot one. After a good night’s rest, I rose early and decided to take a walk along the promenade before breakfast. The lake was even prettier than yesterday beneath the cloudless sky. The hills reflected in the glassy surface, broken only by the beak of a bird hunting its aquatic prey. The first ferry from Como hadn’t yet arrived, but small charter boats were already taking passengers out on private tours or fishing trips. I stepped aside to let four Englishmen hurry past, straw boaters clutched in their hands. The crew of their rowboat seemed unconcerned by their tardiness, however. One sat in the fore section, puffing on his pipe, while the other appeared to be asleep.

      Beyond their boat was another, the crewman in deep conversation with— Oscar! What was he doing there?

      I started toward him only to stop. He was handing the crewman something. I couldn’t see what, but I had a strong suspicion it was money. I also suspected it was the same boat Mr. Defoe and Miss Wheeler took the day before from Como. The same boat that had broken down on its voyage. Oscar had paid the man to ensure it broke down to delay their arrival in Monteoro. I’d suspected as much but this confirmed it.

      What would Miss Wheeler think of that?

      I walked swiftly away and returned to the hotel where I stopped at the check-in desk to ask the clerk if he knew Signore Scala from Villa Corzoni.

      “Me? No, Signore Professore. Pietro Scala is too important to know me.”

      “Perhaps I should have been clearer,” I said. “Do you know of him? As in, what can you tell me about him?”

      “Ah. I understand. You want information. I could tell you some things, like he is from a rich Milano family. They made a lot of money making stairs.”

      “Stairs? Oh, Scala means stairs in Italian, doesn’t it?”

      “Si. Stairs. Scala. An old name for an old family business.”

      “Wooden stairs?”

      “Si.”

      Most likely they were magician-made if the family’s business had centered around that particular industry for centuries. Wood magic, sometimes called carpentry magic, was one of the more common magics. “Anything else you can tell me?”

      “The father of Pietro Scala bought Villa Corzoni from a duke. That was many years ago, when Pietro was just a boy.” He glanced around and, seeing that we were alone in the foyer, leaned forward, resting his elbows on the desk. “That is what everyone knows. You can find it in your guidebooks.”

      I thanked him and went to walk off, only to double back. “Do you mean to say there is information not in the guidebooks?”

      The clerk smiled and waited.

      It took me a moment to realize what he was waiting for. I fished out two silver lire coins from my pocket, not quite sure how much one should pay for information in Italy.

      Apparently it was enough. The clerk pocketed them and leaned forward again. “After Pietro Scala inherited the villa and business from his father, he spent money like it was water.”

      “You mean like there is an endless supply of it, not water in a desert which is scarce.”

      The clerk laughed lightly and waved in the direction of the lake outside. “Si. Endless water. Then he stopped spending money.” He made a horizontal chopping motion with his hand. “Maybe it ran out. Some in Monteoro think the business in Milan is failing.”

      “I see. Thank you.” I went to walk off, but he caught my forearm.

      “Some think the business is failing because of the anarchists. There have been many strikes. Signore Scala has spoken out against them often, and so they target him more.”

      It wouldn’t be the only Milanese factory suffering from strikes and unrest stirred up by the anarchists. How much could the factory owners take before they gave in to the demands of their workers?

      I thanked the clerk and turned away from the desk, just as Oscar strolled in. He smiled as he joined me.

      “Pleasant morning for a walk,” he said. “You should stretch your legs in the fresh air, Gavin. I feel invigorated.”

      “A morning walk,” I said flatly. “Is that what you were doing?”

      His smile slipped, but he didn’t confess.

      I changed the topic and indicated the check-in desk. “I’ve been working, as it happens. I’ve gathered some useful information about Signore Pietro Scala.”

      “Really? Good for you.”

      “You don’t need to sound so surprised, Oscar. I’m quite capable of taking the initiative without you by my side.”

      He hesitated then smiled. “I never doubted it.”

      I pushed my glasses up my nose and regarded him.

      He kept smiling. “So did you learn something that will give us leverage to buy the book off him?”

      “Books, plural. I want all of the ones received from the abbey.”

      His smiled widened. “All right. So what did you learn?”

      “You!” came the booming American voice from the doorway that led through to the dining room where breakfast was being served. “What are you two doing here now?”

      My heart thudded as Mr. Defoe strode toward us, his face thunderous. He may not be a particularly large man, but he had a presence about him that commanded attention. He expected people to answer him and I suspected they usually complied.

      Miss Wheeler followed behind, not meekly like the assistant she was, but with her head held high and her steps confident. Unlike her employer, her surprise at seeing us in the same Italian village lasted a mere moment before it was replaced with a rueful smile and shake of her head. Her quick mind had already put the pieces together and realized they’d been outplayed. She was neither bemused nor upset by it if her continued smile was any indication.

      Defoe, however, had not worked it out. “This can’t be a coincidence,” he barked in his brassy American accent. “Barratt, isn’t it? I remember you from Edinburgh. You poisoned Kinloch against me so he’d sell you the Mackenzie book.”

      Oscar stilled. “That’s not what happened, Defoe, and you know it.”

      The two men squared up to one another. Although Oscar was superior in size, Mr. Defoe’s snake-like quality couldn’t be trusted. If it came to spitting venom at each other, I’d place a wager on Defoe. Oscar was a gentleman. Defoe was not.

      “Let’s discuss this like civilized men,” I said.

      Mr. Defoe ignored me. It was as if I weren’t even there. “Tell me why you just happen to be in Monteoro at the same time as—” He cut himself off and spun around. Eyes wide, he jabbed a finger in Miss Wheeler’s direction. “This must be your doing, Adele. How else would they know when we were coming? How dare you betray me after everything I’ve done for you!”
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      Miss Wheeler’s smile vanished but it was the only sign she was perturbed by Mr. Defoe’s accusation. “This is nothing to do with me. If I told Mr. Barratt and Professor Nash that we were coming here for the purpose of them beating us to the abbey, they’d have come weeks ago when you set this date. I do agree with you that this isn’t a coincidence, however.” She tapped the end of her parasol into the tiled floor. “Well, Mr. Barratt? I presume this idea was yours and not Professor Nash’s.”

      A part of me was a little offended that she didn’t think I was devious enough, but then I realized she’d probably guessed that Oscar deliberately coincided our visit with theirs so that he could see her. She’d correctly guessed that out of the two of us, I wasn’t the sort to make such a grand romantic gesture.

      Because, I belatedly realized, that was exactly what this was. Oscar wanted to see Miss Wheeler again, and this was the best way to ensure they met up. He had suspected she’d read the Mackenzie book in Edinburgh and told her employer it could be found here. Bribing the abbot to inform Oscar of the arranged date of their visit ensured we could time our visit to coincide with theirs. It was not only a clever scheme, but the act of a man infatuated with her.

      Whether Miss Wheeler appreciated it or not, I couldn’t tell. She tapped the end of her parasol against the side of Oscar’s shoe. “Well then, Mr. Barratt? Explain to Mr. Defoe how you coerced the abbot into telling you when we’d be here.”

      He shifted his foot back, perhaps remembering how she’d once stabbed him in the toes with her umbrella. “First of all, I didn’t coerce anyone. Secondly, it’s a bit rich that you’re accusing us of wrongdoing when it is you who peeked at the Mackenzie book and found out the location of the other book with the tattoo ink spell.”

      Mr. Defoe sniffed. “Sometimes in war, principles must be set aside.”

      “Last time I checked, America and England were not at war, Defoe.”

      Mr. Defoe’s thin features pinched as if he were holding himself together to keep his anger from bursting out. “Why did you want to be here at the same time as us? Why not come as soon as you learned where the book was last year?”

      “Why didn’t you? You’ve also known a year.”

      “I run a very large, very important business empire, Mr. Barratt. I’m not as free to do as I please, unlike you writers.” He waited for Oscar to answer, but Oscar merely stood there, his stubborn silence a challenge in itself. “You did it to rub my nose in it, didn’t you?” Mr. Defoe grunted. “You wanted me to see you here, so you could gloat about already being to the abbey. I take it a trip up the hill would be a waste of our time.”

      Oscar merely smiled.

      Defoe grunted again and stalked off toward the check-in desk, his strides as long as he could make them, as if he were trying to create the illusion that he was taller than he was. He wrapped his knuckles on the desk to get the clerk’s attention.

      “While he’s not here,” Miss Wheeler said, mildly, “tell me, did you also pay off our boatman to slow us down yesterday and ensure we arrived too late in the day to travel to the abbey?”

      She addressed Oscar, but he merely bowed. “It’s a pleasure to see you again, Miss Wheeler.”

      “Somewhat surprisingly, I’m happy to see you, too, Mr. Barratt.” She smiled at him then turned it onto me. “But I am not at all surprised that I’m happy to see you again, Professor.”

      “I promise I had nothing to do with this,” I said. “If he’d confided in me, I would have urged him to abandon the idea. You have every right to be cross with him.”

      “I’m not cross. How can I be when I would have sabotaged your journey if the positions were reversed.”

      She turned back to Oscar, who’d not taken his gaze off since he first saw her. Indeed, I couldn’t stop staring either. She was as elegant as when we’d seen her in Edinburgh, but this time the pastel peach color of her outfit suited not just her own dark coloring, but the summer heat of Italy. Even the wide-brimmed hat positioned at a slant on her jet-black hair was peach.

      “Mr. Barratt, tell me the real reason you made sure to coincide your visit here with ours.”

      “Can you not guess?” Oscar asked, his honeyed voice a low hum.

      Miss Wheeler’s lips parted ever so slightly and her dark eyes searched his. “You waited a year to come when the book, and its spell, mean so much to you?”

      Oscar merely smiled. Then it suddenly vanished. “Why do you presume it means something to me? Something other than an interesting book to add to the new library?”

      Miss Wheeler’s rueful smile returned. “Your magic specialty isn’t a secret, Mr. Barratt. I read it in the biography of one of the books you authored.”

      “You read one?”

      She laughed and rolled her eyes.

      His smile widened. “Call me Oscar.”

      “No.” Her gaze shifted to Mr. Defoe, walking back to us. “He doesn’t know you’re an ink magician, by the way.”

      “I’d prefer to keep it that way.”

      “Then you’d better hope he doesn’t pick up one of your books.”

      Oscar grew serious. “Have dinner with me tonight.”

      Her eyes flared ever so slightly. “You’re not leaving now that you’ve got what you came for?”

      Too late, Oscar realized he’d inadvertently hinted that we hadn’t got the book, after all.

      Mr. Defoe checked the time on his gold watch. “I’ve decided to go to the abbey anyway and have secured transportation. We leave in thirty minutes. Do you need to return to your room, Adele, or shall we wait in the shade outside?”

      “I’m ready.” She took his offered arm, and together they left the hotel.

      I made my way to the dining room, but stopped in the doorway when I realized Oscar hadn’t followed. He was still watching the retreating figures of Miss Wheeler and Mr. Defoe. It wasn’t until the hotel door closed behind them and they were no longer visible that he joined me.

      He looked glum.

      “I’m sorry Miss Wheeler isn’t interested in pursuing a romantic relationship with you,” I said.

      “Who says she isn’t interested?”

      My gaze shifted to the hotel exit. “She declined your invitation to dine with you.”

      “She didn’t decline.” He indicated a vacant table for two in the dining room. “Don’t worry, Gavin. We’ll see Miss Wheeler again, and I will win her heart.”

      I followed him past other hotel guests enjoying their breakfast as he made his way to the table. “But she isn’t interested,” I said again.

      “Didn’t you notice her flirting with me?”

      “That was flirting?”

      He stopped at the table and gave me a wry grin. “Clearly winning her heart won’t be easy, but the challenge will make it feel so much sweeter when I do.”

      “She’s not a prize, Oscar.”

      I still wasn’t convinced she would ever want a relationship with him, or anyone—she had a good life as the assistant to a very wealthy man. Nor did I think Oscar had completely convinced himself. The air of glumness clung to him throughout breakfast.
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      Although we could have walked on the street, we stayed on the promenade that hugged the lake’s shore. The view was more picturesque, and we blended in with the tourists out for their morning stroll. The street was used by locals going about their business with carts and donkeys laden with goods to supply the many hotels and shops in the village.

      Not that Oscar paid much attention to our route. He kept glancing over his shoulder. There was no one there, however.

      “Are you expecting to see Miss Wheeler following us?” I asked.

      “She is following us.”

      I stopped and looked around. “Where? All I see are tourists promenading.”

      He urged me forward. “Keep walking. Let her follow.”

      “She’s not there, Oscar. Your mind is playing tricks because you want to see her.”

      He snorted. “Hardly. I’m not a lovesick fool. I know what I saw.”

      “She went to the abbey with Defoe.”

      “Neither of us saw her leave, so we can’t say for certain.” He gave me a nudge to keep me moving forward. “There’s the villa gate. It’s guarded. We need to think of something to convince the guard to let us through.”

      The guard standing in front of the closed gates, hands clasped in front of him, wore a uniform with high polished boots, a peaked hat like those worn by railway stationmasters, and a military style jacket with brass buttons. He wouldn’t have looked out of my place on the battlefield, except that his uniform was not like the Italian one worn by the soldiers we’d seen in Milan.

      “Any thoughts on what to say?” Oscar asked me as we slowed our pace.

      “The truth. That we want to purchase books. Signore Scala might be willing to entertain a price if he’s in financial difficulty.”

      “That might work on Scala, but we have to get past him first.” Oscar nodded at the guard. “He’ll tell us to make an appointment and come back later. I think we should find another way in.”

      I eyed the wall surrounding the estate. “I am not scaling that.”

      “You won’t have to. I noticed on the ferry into Monteoro that the villa has a private dock. We could hire a boat to row us to it then cross the garden and knock on the front door.” His gaze moved beyond me to the bushes lining the gravel driveway.

      I turned but couldn’t see anyone there.

      “You!” the guard called out. “Are you the English come about the art?”

      Oscar and I exchanged glances. Then we both nodded. “We are,” Oscar said, approaching the gate.

      “You are early.” Even as he said it, the guard opened the gate.

      We walked through, exchanged small smiles, then kept on walking.

      “I should have realized something art related would get us in,” I said. “Brother Eduardo told me that Signore Scala is an aesthete.”

      “Are you sure he meant it in terms of a lover of art?”

      “His English is excellent. I think he knows what an aesthete is.”

      Oscar stayed silent.

      “Why? What else does it mean?”

      Oscar took a moment to respond. “It’s a word used to describe a man who likes other men.”

      “Is it? Oh. I see.” I cleared my throat. “I don’t think Brother Eduardo meant that. His English may be good but it’s not his mother tongue. It’s unlikely he knows that meaning.”

      “He might if he’s one, too.”

      “Oscar! You can’t go about accusing people of…” I lowered my voice. “…of that.”

      “I’m simply chatting to a friend about the complexity of our beautiful language. Now, concentrate on what we’re going to say to Scala. Knowing he may be an aesthete could prove helpful.”

      I wasn’t sure how, but I didn’t ask him to elaborate. He seemed lost in his thoughts, while I suddenly became aware of our surroundings. The path from the gate ambled through the ornamental gardens. Sprawling lawns gave way to clusters of huge trees, some I recognized as European, others that looked more exotic. Bees and butterflies danced on the warm air, and insects chirped cheerfully from the direction of the pond, it’s glistening surface just visible through the trees. Up ahead, the gleaming jewel of the villa that we’d seen from the ferry as well as the road up to the abbey, took pride of place amid the verdant setting. Somehow it was both serene and pompous. I couldn’t wait to see what it looked like inside.

      Did my appreciation of the villa and its gardens make me an aesthete? Under the traditional definition of someone who appreciated beauty and culture, I certainly was. But what about the alternative definition Oscar, and perhaps Brother Eduardo, had given? Was my appreciation of beautiful things the reason why some mistakenly thought I liked men in that way?

      “Impressive,” Oscar murmured as he knocked.

      The door was opened by a footman, or perhaps he was the majordomo, who also seemed to be under the impression we were the two Englishmen who’d come early for their appointment. We did not correct him. He took our hats and invited us to wait in the entrance hall while he fetched Signore Scala.

      “Impressive,” Oscar said again, as he took in the marble floor and grand sweeping staircase. “I’ve seen something like this in a ladies’ magazine.”

      “You read ladies’ magazines?”

      “It was India’s copy and I read it while waiting in her drawing room. Do you think those busts are real?” He indicated the heads of what appeared to be Roman emperors set into recessed wall cavities. “They look as though they’ve been dug up from an archaeological site.”

      “Surely they’d be in a museum if they were.”

      The majordomo returned and showed us through a door flanked by marble columns into another room that was just as worthy of a magazine article as the entrance hall. A gilt framed mirror above the fireplace—made of marble, of course—caught the sunlight streaming through the arched windows and reflected it back into the space. The air was sweetened by the scent of flowers arranged in vases decorated with hints of gold. I breathed in deeply as my gaze skimmed past the majordomo, standing formally by the door, to the paintings of ancient ruins nestled in idyllic landscapes.

      I leaned closer to Oscar and whispered, “I think the hotel clerk was wrong. Scala doesn’t appear to be suffering financially.”

      “Unless these are all fake,” Oscar whispered back. “Or he has placed everything of worth in this room and the rest are bare.”

      The majordomo bowed as a gentleman dressed in a light-colored lounge suit with golden-yellow cravat entered. The newcomer smiled, revealing a set of straight teeth beneath his pencil-thin black moustache.

      “Welcome, welcome to my home. I am Pietro Scala.” He took Oscar’s hand and shook it vigorously. “It is a pleasure to finally meet you. Which one is Mr. Fry-Ponsonby and which is Mr. Hoskins?”

      Oscar cleared his throat. “We have a confession to make. We are not the gentlemen you were expecting. My name is Oscar Barratt, and this is Professor Gavin Nash. We’re book collectors.”

      Signore Scala’s smile vanished. He glanced at the largest painting on the wall then at his majordomo.

      “Please, don’t throw us out,” Oscar said quickly. “We want to make you an offer to buy the books you recently received from the Abbazia di San Vittore.”

      Signore Scala arched his brows before dismissing his majordomo. He invited us to sit. “You spoke to the abbot.”

      “We did,” Oscar said. “He says he gave them to you. We’d like to buy them.”

      “We’re starting a library,” I said. “It will contain books about magic, and be open to the public. We believe the books now in your possession will be worthy additions to the collection.”

      Signore Scala turned his dark eyes onto me. Crossing one long leg over the other, his forefinger stroking his moustache, he was the cliched fashionable Italian gentleman. The lighter shade of his suit set off his tanned skin superbly, and the golden cravat matched the thick gold band of his emerald ring and the gold watch chain. He cut a trim, fine figure that some would call handsome, but I wouldn’t be one of them. There was something too perfect about him, too manicured and unnatural. I couldn’t quite place my finger on it until I realized I couldn’t guess his age. Despite wrinkles around his eyes and across his forehead, his hair was black and thick. Middle-aged men did not have hair that luxurious, not even Italian men. It must be a wig.

      “You are enthusiastic, Professor,” Signore Scala said, smiling. “I like this.”

      “The history of magic is my specialty.”

      “You are a magician?”

      “No. But Oscar is.”

      “Ink,” Oscar added.

      Signore Scala pointed at his chest. “Wood.” He acknowledged a fellow magician with a nod of his head in Oscar’s direction before turning back to me. “Did the abbot spit on you when you told him about your library?”

      I blinked at him. “Er, no. He did not.”

      Signore Scala grunted. “He does not like magic. He says it is the devil’s work. He says I am an abomination against God.” He grunted again, and this time the corners of his lips lifted with a half-smile. It seemed the accusation didn’t bother him too much. Unless that was a fake reaction, much like the fake hair.

      “Simply because you’re a magician?” I asked.

      He lifted his shoulders in a shrug. “Not just that.”

      It took me a moment to realize he could be referring to what Brother Eduardo had alluded to, that Signore Scala was an aesthete, and not in the sense that he admired beautiful things.

      “If he doesn’t like you, why did he give you the books?” Oscar asked.

      “I do not think he cared who got them, just that they were not in his abbey a moment longer. I have a large library, and so the librarian of the abbey gave them to me.”

      “Brother Eduardo,” I said, for no particular reason.

      Signore Scala smiled at me as he traced his moustache with his finger.

      Oscar cleared his throat. “Would you be willing to part with the books, Signore?”

      Signore Scala put up a hand to stop him. “I am afraid I cannot sell them to you.”

      “But you haven’t heard our offer yet!”

      “I cannot sell them because I do not have them. I sold them to an antique bookseller.”

      “Then may we have his address?”

      Signore Scala regarded Oscar for a moment then slowly nodded. “I will give it to you. But first, you must do something for me.”

      “Go on.”

      “You must steal back a spell that was stolen from me.”
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      “I am a wood magician, like my father,” Signore Scala explained. “Wood magic has been in our family for generations, but it was my father who turned a small artisan workshop making staircases into a thriving business. Instead of making the stairs all by hand, the machines made the basic structure. He then finished them to the customer’s liking with carved details that had been perfected over the centuries by our family. For this, he used a spell, but no one knew. Not then. Magic was forbidden. It is this spell that was stolen from me. I need it back.”

      “Have you not memorized it?” Oscar asked.

      “I have not. I do not use the spell. I find it does not increase the value of the stairs enough to make it worth my while spending time at the factory. I prefer it here on the lake, not in a hot factory closer to Milano.” He shrugged again, the motion not as languid as before. “The man who stole it from me wants the spell for himself.”

      “You know who took it?” Oscar asked.

      “I do. It was the boat builder from Pecco.”

      “Are there witnesses who saw him take it?”

      “No, but he wants to grow his business with the help of a wood magician. He planned to give the spell to the magician he hired to make his boats sturdy, unbreakable. Everybody knows this because he boasted to all who would listen. I want you to steal the spell back from him. Then I will give you the name of the antique dealer I sold the books to. A fair exchange, yes?”

      I was about to disagree when Oscar gave an enthusiastic, “Yes. We’ll do it.”

      I put up my hand to slow him down. “Why not just ask the boat builder to return the spell?”

      Signore Scala looked at me as though I were a naïve fool. “He will not give it back. He has sympathies for the anarchists, and I am a factory owner. He would like to see me fail.”

      “Will your business fail if you don’t get the spell back? You say you’re not using it anyway.”

      “That spell is my family heirloom. Besides, I may need it again one day.”

      “Then notify the Carabinieri of the theft.”

      Any earlier warmth in his gaze suddenly disappeared, replaced with a glare. For a moment, I felt like one of the workers in his factory being told to increase production without being given directions on how to do so. “Do you want the books, Professor?” His price was our compliance. It was up to us to accept or try to negotiate.

      Oscar accepted. “Of course we do. We’ll get your spell.”

      Signore Scala smiled. “Bene. Good.” He got to his feet and clapped his hands together. “You will have no trouble finding Giovanni Colombo’s boatyard in Pecco. It is the only one. The spell was in an envelope with Famiglia Scala written on it. Bring me the envelope and its contents.”

      I tried and failed to catch Oscar’s attention. The speed with which he accepted the task was unsettling. We knew nothing about Giovanni Colombo. What if he was dangerous? “Why us, Signore Scala? Why not hire some local lads?”

      “Because I do not want this to come back to me, Professor. I want you to steal back the spell then leave Monteoro. And you, Mr. Barratt, you look capable.” He suddenly grasped Oscar’s shoulders. “You are strong. Is that not so, Professor?”

      “I, er, yes I suppose he is strong. He’s certainly capable in a sticky situation.”

      Signore Scala laughed. “A sticky situation. I like that. It makes me think of jelly and I like jelly very much. A sticky situation,” he said again.

      Oscar blinked at him, looking somewhat bemused by the attention. He looked even more bemused when Signore Scala didn’t release him.

      The Italian smiled. “We will seal the arrangement in the tradition of Lombardy.”

      Before Oscar had a chance to put out a hand for the other man to shake, Signore Scala pecked him on one cheek then the other. Eyes wide, Oscar laughed lightly.

      Signore Scala released him and grabbed my shoulders next. He leaned down to my height and repeated the kisses. My cheeks flushed with heat. As he stepped back, I didn’t know where to look. I ought to meet his gaze and laugh, like Oscar did, but I couldn’t bear to see how my embarrassment amused him.

      It didn’t matter where I looked, however. Amusement was evident in his voice. “You English, so afraid of touching.”

      “Not afraid,” Oscar said. “Just not used to it in certain situations.”

      As I walked ahead of them into the entrance hall, movement out of the corner of my eye had me turning sharply toward the staircase. Even though I’d been quick, whoever had been standing at the top was quicker. I caught sight of a man’s bare foot and a flash of yellow-gold fabric before he disappeared into a room off the landing.

      Signore Scala saw me watching. “A friend is staying with me. He is shy.” He plucked our hats off the stand then ushered us to the door with a hasty, “Arrivederci.”

      On the path back to the gate, I had the sudden desire to divert course and wander through the gardens. They were so pretty, and there was something soothing about being in nature. My jangling nerves were in need of soothing. But I did not divert course.

      “You’re upset,” Oscar said, falling into step beside me. “Is it the kissing?”

      “No.”

      “It’s just their way,” he went on, as if my answer had been different. “Haven’t you noticed how the Italians greet one another with kisses?”

      “They greet their friends and family with kisses. Not strangers.”

      “I suppose we’re now Scala’s acquaintances, so he thought it was appropriate.”

      We passed two gentlemen on their way to the villa. We touched the brim of our hats in greeting but didn’t exchange words.

      “They must be the art dealers Signore Scala is expecting,” Oscar said.

      I kept walking, lengthening my strides.

      Oscar easily matched them. “I know you prefer English formality, Gavin, but we’re in Italy now. Why not try to experience it like a local?”

      “Because I am not a local.” I waited until we’d passed through the gate and were out of earshot of the guard. “Nor am I a thief. You should not have volunteered us to steal back that spell.”

      “You’re right. I shouldn’t have spoken for you. Stay in the hotel if you prefer. I’ll go alone tonight.”

      “I’m coming with you, Oscar. You need someone to keep watch while you look through the boatshed. But next time, think before you answer. I’m not Willie. I won’t go along with your mad schemes without thought for the consequences.”

      “Thank God you’re not Willie. If she were here, she’d have offended the abbot, Signore Scala, and probably half of the hotel guests.”

      “More than half,” I said. “Actually, I don’t think she would have made it out of Milan. She would have been arrested for being drunk in a public place, and then for offending the Carabinieri.”

      Oscar grinned. “Italy doesn’t know how lucky it is that we refused to let her come along.”

      I laughed, not because my mood had lifted, but because I didn’t want Oscar to know how worried I was. Ever since he’d promised Signore Scala that we’d steal back the spell, the familiar, gut-churning anxiety settled in. Not only would we be breaking the law, we were also foreigners in a country that was on edge with the unrest caused by the anarchists. I didn’t want to think about what would happen if we were caught.

      “Something amusing, Gentlemen?” I heard the silky voice of Miss Wheeler before I saw her. “Care to share the joke with me?” She emerged from behind a thick tree trunk and regarded us both levelly, although her gaze softened a little as it met Oscar’s.

      He touched the brim of his hat in greeting. “I wondered if you’d reveal yourself or whether we’d have to confront you.”

      “So you did follow us from the hotel,” I said. “Why?”

      “Don’t look at me with such disappointment, Professor,” she said. “I was simply doing as my employer bade. He went on to the abbey to see what he could learn there, while he ordered me to follow you both.” She indicated the villa gate behind us. “Signore Scala lives at Villa Corzoni. Does he have the book now? Did he refuse to sell it to you? Is that why you’ve come away empty handed?”

      “We’re not telling you anything.” I sounded like a petulant child, but I didn’t like being duped. I suppose I ought to be cross with Defoe, not Miss Wheeler, since she was merely following his orders, but I couldn’t hold back my emotions. It had been a trying morning.

      Oscar wasn’t in the least cross. Indeed, he seemed pleased to see Miss Wheeler. “I’m glad you chose to reveal yourself. I didn’t want to have to confront you.” He indicated she should walk with us back to the village.

      Miss Wheeler stepped between us, her ambling pace matching ours. “Don’t pretend you saw me, Mr. Barratt. I was well back the entire time.”

      “And yet I knew you were there. I must be attuned to you the way a bee senses a flower.”

      She made a face. “Good lord, that was tortured. I hope you don’t have plans to abandon your factual writing and attempt poetry instead.” She hooked her arm through mine. “Now, do save us all a lot of time and tell me if Signore Scala had the book with the tattoo spell.”

      “We’re not telling you anything, Miss Wheeler,” I said.

      “We all know I’ll find out eventually.”

      “We know no such thing.” I extricated myself from her grasp. “For your own safety, do not try to follow us again.”

      “My own safety?” She frowned. “Professor, are you expecting to encounter danger?”

      I quickened my pace, only to stop when I realized they weren’t following. I glanced back to see them facing each other.

      “What have you got yourself into, Mr. Barratt?” Miss Wheeler asked. “Perhaps I can help.”

      “You can’t,” Oscar said.

      “You know I can be of assistance. Please don’t walk into a dangerous situation alone.”

      “I won’t be alone. Gavin will be with me.” Oscar placed his hand over hers as it rested on his sleeve. His thumb caressed her knuckles before he unceremoniously plucked off her hand.

      “You can trust me,” she went on. “If you’re putting yourself in danger to get the book, then I’ll not try to take it from you if you’ll just allow me to help. You know I’m a woman of my word. I gave the Mackenzie book back to you in Edinburgh, didn’t I?”

      “After you’d read the relevant passage,” I reminded her.

      I might as well not have spoken. Her attention was focused entirely on Oscar, and his on her.

      He gave her a sad smile. “As nice as it feels to know you’re worrying about me, it’s not necessary. We’ll be all right, Adele.”

      Her jaw firmed. “It’s Miss Wheeler to you.” She opened her parasol too close to his face, forcing him to sway back or be smacked. She settled it above her head and strode off.

      Oscar and I watched her leave. “A third person could have been helpful,” I told him.

      He agreed with a sigh. “Particularly one as capable as her. But I will not place her in danger.” He set off, his pace slower than hers. “Nor do I want to put you in danger, Gavin. I think you should stay at the hotel. You can keep an eye on Miss Wheeler to make sure she doesn’t try to follow me tonight.”

      “I’m coming with you and that’s final.” After a moment, I added, “Do you think she’ll try to follow us?”

      His lips quirked with his wry grin. “Undoubtedly.”

      “Because she wants the book?”

      He didn’t answer for a long moment. When he finally did, his voice was full of admiration. “I don’t think she cares a whit about the book. I think she wants to join us for one of two reasons. Either she simply enjoys adventure and doesn’t want to be left out.”

      “You make her sound like Willie,” I said.

      “Only much prettier and far less annoying.”

      “And the second reason you think she wants to join us?” I prompted.

      “Because she can’t stay away from us.”

      Despite the unease churning in my gut, I laughed. Then I realized he wasn’t joking. I spent the rest of the walk back to the hotel wondering if he knew women at all, because I’d not seen a single sign in Miss Wheeler’s actions that spoke of her enjoying our company. Oscar usually understood women, but in this instance, he was wide of the mark.
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      With our burglary planned for that night, we had the rest of the day to fill while trying to avoid Mr. Defoe. There is only so much sightseeing to do in a small village, so we’d returned to the hotel by teatime.

      Unfortunately, Mr. Defoe and Miss Wheeler were also seated in the shade on the terrace. The American signaled to us to join them.

      “Pretend you didn’t see,” I whispered to Oscar.

      Oscar had no intention of avoiding them, however. I suspected Miss Wheeler was the reason for that, not her employer. He gave a shallow bow, pulled out another chair, and sat.

      “Good afternoon,” he said cheerfully. “What a pleasant day.”

      “It’s too hot,” Mr. Defoe grumbled. He squinted up at me, still standing. “Sit down, Professor. You’re making my neck ache.”

      I sat. “How do you do. Are you enjoying the sights of Monteoro?”

      “The sights don’t interest us, as you well know.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Miss Wheeler said. “Lake Como is magical, and this village one of the prettiest I’ve seen.” She may be his employee, but sometimes she spoke to him with a directness that implied there was something more personal between them. Whatever it was, I knew she wasn’t his mistress. She’d said as much, and I believed her.

      “I bow to your judgement on these things, Adele. You have seen a great many villages from all corners of the world.”

      Oscar arched his brows, intrigued. “Indeed? Where have you been, Miss Wheeler?”

      “Too many places to list them all.” She indicated the teapot. “Are you staying for tea? They cater well to English tourists here and the brew is quite good. Shall I order more?”

      “They’re not staying.” Mr. Defoe reached into his inside jacket pocket and removed a cigar case and gold vesta box. “Enough with the pleasantries. The abbot informed me that the book we seek was given to Signore Scala. Adele has informed me that you called on him at Villa Corzoni this morning. Don’t glare at her, Professor. She’s simply doing her job.”

      I put up my hands. “I’m not glaring!”

      Mr. Defoe grunted. “We have just come from Villa Corzoni ourselves. Signore Scala said he no longer has the book either but cannot recall who he sold it to. That, of course, is a lie.”

      As calm as can be, Oscar asked him why he thought so. “You don’t think Signore Scala an honest man?”

      Mr. Defoe plugged a cigar between his thin lips and used a match from the vesta to light it. “Adele is good at detecting liars.”

      “Particularly men,” she added. “While I wasn’t entirely certain that Signore Scala lied to us, when I recalled your reactions after you left the villa this morning, I came to the conclusion that he had.”

      “Our reactions?” Oscar echoed. “I don’t understand.”

      “You were in a good mood, Mr. Barratt. I heard you and the professor laughing. You wouldn’t be so happy if the book was lost to you forever.” She picked up her cup, the white of her gloved fingers as pristine as that of the china. “I formed the theory that Signore Scala told you who he sold it to.”

      Mr. Defoe removed the cigar from his mouth and blew smoke into the air above Oscar’s head. “And for some reason he didn’t give us the same information.”

      “Perhaps he doesn’t like you,” Oscar said.

      “He doesn’t have to like me, just my money. He refused it, which in itself is an answer.” He pointed the cigar at Oscar. “You offered him something he needed more than money, and my sources tell me he needs money quite badly.”

      “Local gossip may be wrong,” I said. “The villa showed no sign Signore Scala is in financial hardship.”

      Mr. Defoe waved off my comment before placing the cigar back into the corner of his mouth. “What did you offer him?”

      Oscar barked a laugh. “We’re not telling you.”

      “So you did offer him something. Thank you for confirming, Barratt.”

      Oscar stood. “Let’s go, Gavin. Miss Wheeler, my invitation to dine with me still stands.”

      It was Mr. Defoe’s turn to bark a humorless laugh. “She’s not interested in you, Barratt. She’s far too smart to give up her independence for a handsome face.”

      “Lucky for me I’m more than that.” Oscar strode off.

      I went to follow, only to double back. “He is more than that, Miss Wheeler. Much more.”

      Her eyes flashed at me over the rim of her teacup as she sipped, but it was impossible to read her thoughts on my declaration.

      “Careful, Professor.” Mr. Defoe’s lazily droll tone grated my nerves. “If you sell him too well, you may lose him.”

      I gave him my fiercest glare, but he merely chuckled around his cigar. “Oscar isn’t for sale.”

      “What about the book?” He suddenly leaned forward, all the humor gone from his countenance. He fixed me with an unnerving stare. “I can offer you more money than your patrons. You can fill your entire library with books, if you just tell me where to find the one containing the tattoo spell.”

      “I don’t know where it is.”

      “But you will find out, won’t you? Scala is going to tell you.”

      “If we get our hands on it, we won’t sell the book to you. Good day to you, sir.” I cast another glance at Miss Wheeler, but she simply regarded me levelly, her thoughts still unreadable.
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      No one would be surprised to learn that darkness made me anxious. Going out in the dark to a strange place ratcheted my anxiety up another notch. I kept alert to my surroundings, but even so, the sudden movement out of the corner of my eye made my heart leap into my throat.

      Beside me, Oscar chuckled softly. “It was just the night porter or a guest unable to sleep. We haven’t left the hotel yet.”

      I drew in a deep breath to steady my nerves. “We have left the hotel.”

      “We’re still within its grounds.”

      How could he be so calm? Despite being well after midnight, I felt conspicuous as we walked along the drive to the hotel’s front gate. I pulled my cap low to hide my face, but then I felt even more conspicuous. Anyone who saw me would know I was up to something. Fortunately, that insomniac guest was the only person we saw. Once we left the gate behind, the streets of Monteoro were silent, still.

      And dark.

      The lamps lit only the main street where the best hotels were located. The rest of the village hadn’t been granted the modern luxury of street lighting. Indeed, it felt very Medieval as we trudged along the well-worn cobbled streets, some sporting the grooves of wheel ruts formed over centuries. The houses grew smaller further from the center of Monteoro, their shutters open to let in the cooler night air after a hot day.

      With enough light from the waxing gibbous moon to guide us, we stayed on the wider main road, not prepared to risk one of the narrow shortcut lanes that sliced through the village. Unlike the shortcuts, it wound ever upwards on a steady but gentle slope that could be managed by carts. It felt interminable to me, however.

      Whenever the gap between us grew more than four or five paces, Oscar waited for me to catch up. He showed no signs of exertion whereas my breathing was labored, and we still had some way to go. He glanced past me, scanning the shadows, searching for unsavory types lurking there. Satisfied that we were alone, he led the way forward again.

      It seemed to take forever, but it was probably only fifteen minutes before we reached the faded sign pointing downhill to Pecco. According to the map I’d studied that afternoon, the fastest route between the two villages was by boat around the head separating them. If going by land, there were two routes. One was the road, the other a path. This time, we chose the path.

      The map had not told us how steep it would be. The shortcut lanes through Monteoro were not as steeply sloped nor were they as long. Whereas the Monteoro lanes cut a swathe through neighboring buildings, the descent into Pecco was lined with a low stone wall on each side, behind which grew dense shrubs and trees. We seemed to be descending the ancient stone steps for a mile before we finally rejoined the main road in the village at the bottom.

      I caught a glimpse between the buildings of the moon’s reflection shimmering like molten silver on the lake’s surface. The shore wasn’t far from where we stood at the village’s edge. Pecco was indeed much smaller than Monteoro. It was little more than a row of stuccoed houses wedged between the shoreline and the street. The piazza could barely be called as such. Roughly square, a vine-covered chapel stood on one side and a warehouse on the other. At its foot was the lake’s edge. Three fishing boats had been pulled out of the water, while several others were moored to iron rings along the stone wall on one side of the inlet. The stink of fish hung in the air.

      Oscar drew my attention to the warehouse. No, not a warehouse. The faded white painted letters above the double doors read COLOMBO. This must be the boat building shed of Giovanni Colombo, the man who’d stolen Signore Scala’s wood strengthening spell.

      Oscar signaled for me to follow him. He tried the double doors, only to find them locked. The smaller door to the side was unlocked, however. He opened it and slipped inside. I waited until he’d lit the oil lantern hanging on a hook before closing the door on him.

      As agreed, I waited outside and turned my attention to the shadows surrounding the piazza. All was silent and the only movement came from the moonlight shimmering on the water, and my own nervous shivers.

      Mere moments passed before the door re-opened. “Found it already?” I whispered.

      Oscar jerked his head to indicate I should follow him inside. “You need to see this.”

      I stayed close to him as he clutched the lantern high to cast the light as wide as possible but even so, the darkness beyond its glow was deep. I could make out the shapes of boat hulls, some stacked crates, and a small forge with the glowing remnants of a fire, but little else.

      Then a pair of booted feet came into view. They were connected to a man’s body lying on the floor. He didn’t move.

      I gasped. “Is he dead?”

      “Going by the amount of blood, I’d say so.” Oscar stepped closer and cast the light over the upper torso.

      The man’s hair was matted with blood and had pooled beneath the head. Thank goodness the face was turned away. I didn’t want to see the vacant stare.

      Oscar pointed at a hammer a few feet away. “The murder weapon.”

      “Murder! Are you sure it’s not an accident? Perhaps he fell and hit his head on something.”

      “There’s blood, hair and what appear to be fragments of skull on the hammer, but not on anything else in the vicinity. Except the floor, of course.”

      I turned away and bent forward, gasping air into my lungs and willing myself not to throw up.

      “Sorry,” Oscar said. “Are you all right?”

      I nodded, but did not look again at the ghastly sight.

      “Go back outside,” Oscar said. “I’ll be as quick as possible.”

      “You’re going to keep searching for the spell?”

      “I’d barely begun when I saw him.” He held the lantern high again and looked around. “That bench has some paperwork on it. I’ll start there.”

      “Oscar, we have to report the body to the Carabinieri.” I dogged his steps to the desk, partly because I wanted to encourage him to leave, but mostly because I wanted to stay near the light. “Oscar, we can’t stay here a moment longer. What if someone comes? We’ll be accused of killing that man.”

      “Then help me. It’ll be faster.”

      I huffed in frustration, when I realized he wasn’t leaving without the spell, I searched through the scattered papers, too. They were mostly unpaid bills, both money owed by the boatbuilder and money owed to him, from what I could tell. Most interesting of all were plans drawn up for a large factory. The address for the facility was in Milan. It seemed Signore Scala was right—Giovanni Colombo wanted to expand his business. A wood magician speaking a strengthening spell would be of great use to him, as would the spell itself.

      Oscar went to move the chair out of the way so he could access a set of drawers under the bench, but a soft gasp from the depths of the boatshed made him freeze. Oscar quickly picked up the lantern, intending to turn the flame down or off, but it was too late. The person who’d gasped emerged from the darkness.

      “Miss Wheeler!” I wasn’t sure if I was more shocked to discover that she’d followed us, or that she wore men’s clothing. Like us, her outfit was all black, even the neckerchief at her throat.

      She shushed me with a finger to her lips. “There’s a dead body back there!”

      Oscar moved around the bench to join her. “We know. Are you all right?”

      “Of course I am. Mr. Barratt, we have to get out of here now. If we’re caught⁠—”

      “We didn’t kill him,” I said.

      “It doesn’t matter, Professor. We are foreigners with an interest in magic.”

      “What does magic have to do with the murder?” Oscar asked.

      “Perhaps nothing, but it is here. I brushed one of the boat hulls near the door and felt magic heat.”

      “Why would our interest in magic make us more likely suspects?”

      “It may not, but it’s worth bearing in mind that the magicians’ recent fight for freedom here in Italy has spilled over to the current anarchist movement. The two are inextricably linked.” The usually composed Miss Wheeler sounded worried, and that worried me.

      I grabbed Oscar’s arm and urged him toward the exit. “Let’s go.”

      Thankfully, he didn’t resist. Indeed, he led the way, lantern held at arm’s length in front of him.

      The sound of voices outside stopped us dead in our tracks.

      My heart pounded. My mouth went dry. The voices were so close to the door now that I could make out there were two men, both speaking Italian.

      Oscar had extinguished the lantern’s flame as soon as he heard them. He gently set it down, out of the way, and removed a knife from his jacket pocket. The metal of a blade also flashed in Miss Wheeler’s hand, but I didn’t know where she’d kept it hidden. I was glad I hadn’t thought to bring a weapon. I doubted I could stab someone, no matter how much danger I was in.

      In the darkness, I could just make out Oscar signaling for us to join him beside the door. “Get ready to run,” he whispered.

      The moment it opened, we barged past the two men, knocking the first one off his feet. He careened into the second man, which made him lose his balance, too. It gave us precious seconds in which to escape.

      But not before I recognized the second man. He was the thickset, thuggish looking fellow we’d seen among the trees on our return from the abbey the day before, the one exchanging a package with another fellow. He’d not followed us then, but we couldn’t risk him not following us this time.

      We kept running, taking the steep, more direct path we’d used on our way into the village instead of the winding road. It was a long way up. I would never make it.
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      Oscar didn’t leave my side. One hand gripping my arm, he wordlessly urged me forward, ever upward. In his other hand, he clutched the knife. He could have left me behind, but he kept pace with my slower steps. Miss Wheeler’s long, athletic strides widened the gap between us. Thank God she would get away if our pursuers caught up.

      At about halfway, she stopped and waited. I wanted to urge her to keep going, but I had no breath to spare. Sweat dripped from my brow and dampened my clothes, and the veins in my neck throbbed in time to my pounding heart.

      “Keep going!” Whether Oscar spoke to Miss Wheeler or me, since I’d also stopped, I wasn’t sure.

      Miss Wheeler tilted her head to the side, listening. “No one’s following.”

      I closed my eyes in relief.

      Oscar released me only to give me a little push in the back. “You can do it, Gavin. It’s not far.”

      It bloody well was. Not that I told him so. I needed to save all my breath for the rest of the journey.

      “Match my pace,” Miss Wheeler said to me. She set off again, slower this time.

      I drew in a deep breath, then timed my steps to hers. With Oscar behind, pressing my shoulder whenever I slowed, I managed to reach the top of the climb. We took the branch of the road that led downhill to Monteoro, our pace faster now. I still didn’t speak, however. I wanted to conserve my energy. At any moment, I expected to have to run.

      By the time we reached the village, it became clear we hadn’t been followed, yet my heart still hammered with fear. We’d been seen at the scene of a murder.

      “We have to leave on the first ferry out of Monteoro,” I said. “And we have to pray those witnesses don’t go to the Carabinieri tonight.”

      “I agree that Miss Wheeler should leave first thing,” Oscar said. “You too, Gavin. I’ll stay and sort this out. If I can’t find the killer⁠—”

      “Oscar,” I hissed at him. I would have shouted but I didn’t want to wake anyone in the neighboring houses. “It’s madness to stay. We can be identified.”

      “Those witnesses don’t know where we’re staying, nor do they know our names. Even so, I do think you two should go, just to be cautious.”

      I threw my hands in the air. He was a stubborn fool. “Miss Wheeler, please add your voice to my argument.”

      She was still clutching her knife, but with a final glance around, she tucked it into her belt. “If anyone stays, it should be me.” She put her hand up to ward off our protests. “I can speak Italian fluently. Can either of you?”

      “Where did you learn to speak Italian?” Oscar asked.

      “My father sent me to Rome to study art for a year. I received an excellent education, and not just in art.”

      Oscar stumbled to a stop, his mouth ajar.

      Miss Wheeler touched her gloved finger to his chin to close it. “Honestly, Mr. Barratt, how you do like to leap to conclusions. My education consisted of learning the language and culture of this beautiful country, not just art. Now, to the matter at hand.”

      “We’re not leaving you to face the Carabinieri alone,” I said sternly. “You were only in Pecco because you followed us there.”

      “Some would say I get what I deserve for following you.”

      “We are not that unkind.”

      “Indeed we are not,” Oscar said. “Also, I wanted you to be involved in this excursion from the beginning. From last year, in fact. It seems to me that you being caught up in this with us is fate agreeing with me.”

      “I don’t believe in fate, Mr. Barratt.”

      “Nor do I,” I said. “So, since we’ve decided that we’re all staying here, how should we proceed?”

      “You start by telling me what you were doing in the boatshed,” Miss Wheeler said.

      Oscar and I exchanged glances. At my nod, Oscar turned to her. “Promise not to say a word of this to Defoe.”

      “I promise.”

      “We were looking for a wood spell that was stolen from Signore Scala. It’s a family heirloom, of sorts, and he wants it back in exchange for the name and address of the antique dealer who bought the book containing the tattoo spell. Scala says the Pecco boatbuilder stole the spell because he planned to hire a carpenter magician to speak it so he can make better boats and expand his business.”

      “Then he must have already hired the magician, and the spell has already been used. I felt magic in the hull of the nearest boat.”

      “We didn’t find the spell. It could be hidden or kept in Colombo’s house. I wonder if the dead man was Colombo.”

      “Perhaps it was the magician.” I looked behind us, peering into the darkness of the road and seeing no one. Not a soul.

      “Did you hear something?” Miss Wheeler asked.

      I shook my head. “It’s odd that those men didn’t chase us. The question is, why didn’t they? I can think of two reasons. One, they didn’t know about the dead man and also didn’t think there was anything worth stealing in the boatshed, so they dismissed us as vagrants in search of a place to stay for the night. Or, two, they did know there was a body there but decided not to pursue us because they knew we weren’t the murderers. And there’s only one way they could know that.”

      “They murdered him,” Miss Wheeler whispered. “I think your second theory may be right, Professor.”

      Oscar clapped me on the shoulder. “My clever friend often is.”

      “So we report them to the Carabinieri in the morning,” I announced.

      “No,” both Oscar and Miss Wheeler said.

      “We find the killer ourselves,” Oscar added. “Only then do we go to the Carabinieri. It’s the only way to ensure we’re not arrested on sight for breaking and entering at the very least. Murder at the worst.”

      “If we uncover sufficient proof.” Miss Wheeler’s grim tone held as much hope as I felt.

      Only Oscar seemed confident of success. “We should begin by finding out who the victim is. Get some sleep and we’ll meet again in the morning. Miss Wheeler, can you avoid Defoe?”

      “I’ll tell him I’m following you two all day. He’ll agree to that.”

      We parted in the hotel foyer. Oscar and I continued on to our rooms. Neither of us spoke until we reached his door. As he inserted the key into the lock, I placed my hand on the handle to get his attention.

      “Gavin? What is it?”

      “Is your motive for staying in Monteoro really to uncover the murderer? Or is your true purpose to retrieve Signore Scala’s spell and exchange it for information about the location of the book with the tattoo spell?”

      “There’s a third option.” At my frown, his lips twitched with his half-smile. “Do I simply want to spend more time with Miss Wheeler? May I go to my room now?”

      I released the door handle and moved aside.

      He unlocked the door and stepped into the room. “Perhaps it’s all three.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Nothing seemed amiss the following morning. The Carabinieri weren’t waiting for us in the hotel foyer and guests ate their breakfast in cheerful ease. I suspect the terrible news of a murder in the neighboring village would be kept from the tourists. The last thing the businesses of Monteoro wanted was their greatest economic resource leaving in panic.

      “There, you see?” Oscar said to me over a full English style breakfast of eggs, sausages and toast . “All is well.”

      I leaned forward so he could hear my whisper. “A man is dead.”

      He lowered his cup of coffee. “You’re right. I’m sorry for being glib. I’m just relieved we can investigate and search for the spell without the police watching our every move.”

      “We may not need to investigate. Perhaps they’ve caught the killer.”

      Oscar’s gaze shifted to a point beyond my shoulder. I turned to see Miss Wheeler enter the dining room. She sat at a table with Mr. Defoe who’d arrived ten minutes earlier. She gave us both a nod of greeting.

      I nodded back and turned to Oscar again. “We can trust Miss Wheeler when she said she won’t tell Defoe about our agreement with Scala, can’t we?”

      “I believe her,” Oscar said. “You must come to your own conclusion.”

      I wanted to believe her, too. I considered the dilemma as I finished my breakfast and decided it didn’t really matter whether she told Mr. Defoe about our agreement with Signore Scala. We would find the wood spell, we would be the ones to return it to him, and he would then tell us who he’d sold the books from the abbey to. Even if Mr. Defoe knew, there was nothing he could do about it.

      After breakfast, Oscar and I left the hotel and headed out of Monteoro. At the fork in the road, well out of sight of the village, we waited for Miss Wheeler to catch up. Dressed in pale cream and light blue, with a matching parasol in one hand and guidebook in the other, she looked like a tourist out for a stroll. Other tourists were out, too, so we greeted her with formal nods and pretended to inspect the guidebook together before taking the road down to Pecco. Since Miss Wheeler tended to draw gazes wherever she went, it would seem as though we were all out sightseeing.

      “Did Defoe suspect anything?” Oscar asked.

      “Give me some credit, Mr. Barratt. I know how to handle my employer.” With that, she angled the parasol to block out the sun and tucked the guidebook back into the bag hanging from her wrist by a leather strap.

      Did Oscar notice that she had not answered his question? Going by the look of admiration he gave her, I didn’t think so.

      Seeing an officer of the Carabinieri stationed outside the boatbuilder’s shed made me feel oddly relieved. A part of me had been worried that the proximity to the tourist hub of Monteoro would encourage them to sweep the murder under the carpet. His presence meant they were looking into it.

      The rest of the piazza was eerily silent. Most of the boats we’d seen moored the previous night were no longer there. Several women spoke in hushed tones, crossing themselves as they cast furtive glances at the boatshed and the adjoining house. They didn’t stop going about their business, however. Life in Pecco continued as usual. The fishermen still had to earn a living from the lake and the women still had to feed their families, a pattern that had probably been the same every day for hundreds of years, perhaps thousands. Not even death altered it.

      Under the guise of asking for directions, Miss Wheeler approached the officer, guidebook at the ready. He ordered her back with palm forward in a stopping motion.

      He shook his head. “No.”

      Miss Wheeler switched to Italian. After a brief exchange, she translated for us. “He says there has been a death and that we are not to come any closer.”

      “Did he use the word murder?” Oscar asked.

      “No.” She watched as the door to the boatshed opened and another officer emerged. The two men exchanged words before he strode off, heading in the direction of the adjoining building. “But I believe they’re treating it as murder. That officer is going to talk to the widow. It seems she found the body at dawn.”

      So the thugs we’d seen hadn’t reported it. They must be the murderers then.

      “They two Caribinieri were discussing something else, but I can’t translate the phrase. Fires, artifice…it doesn’t make sense.”

      “Do we continue with our plan?” I asked.

      We’d discussed the different scenarios we might face today on the way back to the hotel the night before. Although my sense of justice wanted to solve the murder, we were fortunate that the men we’d seen hadn’t reported seeing us and so we were not suspects. The plan we’d decided to enact in the event the victim turned out to be Giovanni Colombo and we were not under suspicion for his murder gave us one clear path—concentrate on retrieving the wood strengthening spell. Justice wasn’t ours to serve.

      “We do,” Oscar said. “We pay our respects to the widow and offer to ease her financial burden by buying back the spell her husband stole.”

      A woman clutching a handkerchief to her chest entered the house without knocking. Oscar, Miss Wheeler and I were considering whether to follow or knock on the door when the Carabinieri officer who’d entered a few minutes earlier re-emerged. He stepped out backwards, his hands up, and almost fell down the step in his haste to leave. His protests were drowned out by an enraged woman shouting at him, her gesticulating hands requiring no translation.

      The officer guarding the boatshed went to his companion’s aid. The woman slammed the door in both their faces.

      “I gather from the exchange that she’s the widow,” Miss Wheeler told us. “And she’s angry with the officer for saying the death of her husband was an accident. She says she saw the body and the hammer and knows someone killed him. She suggests they do their job and find the killer.”

      “It didn’t sound like a suggestion,” Oscar said.

      “I heard the word anarchico,” I said. “Is she blaming an anarchist?”

      Miss Wheeler nodded. ”A man she called The Angel.”

      “The Angel? Are you sure you heard correctly?”

      “I’m sure.”

      “It must be a nickname,” Oscar said. “Come on. Let’s introduce ourselves.”

      I wasn’t keen to have a discussion with a angry grieving widow, but both Miss Wheeler and Oscar had made up their minds to speak to her. Our knock was answered by the older woman we’d seen enter a few minutes earlier. Miss Wheeler spoke to her in Italian and, after an assessing gaze that took in the three of us, the door opened wider, releasing delicious cooking smells.

      “I explained that we had business to discuss with the widow,” Miss Wheeler said.

      I expected to hear crying coming from inside, but the same hush that enveloped the piazza had also fallen over the house. The other thing that took me by surprise was the lack of mourners. Aside from the woman who’d let us in, the widow was the only other person in the house. Perhaps the boatbuilder hadn’t been liked.

      Signora Colombo sat at the central table in the space that doubled as both kitchen and reception room. It was, perhaps, the only room on the ground floor of the narrow house. The stone floor was blackened near the hearth, and all the food preparation would have to be done on the central table. Baskets and pots hung from hooks on the walls, and crockery was stacked neatly on the shelves. A photograph of a man and woman with a small child between them took pride of place on the lower shelf next to a wooden cross. I wasn’t close enough to see if the widow was the woman in the photo.

      Miss Wheeler spoke to Signora Colombo, introducing each of us in turn. “I’ve offered her our condolences,” she interpreted for us, “and said we’d planned to speak to her husband today but have just learned of his death.”

      The woman who’d let us in directed us to sit at the table with Signora Colombo then shuffled to the open fire where she’d been cooking something in a pan. Another pot hung over the coals, steam rising into the low rafters. The room was already hot, despite the early hour.

      Miss Wheeler and the widow continued to talk while Oscar and I tried to cobble together the conversation from the little Italian we understood. Although Signora Colombo’s eyes showed signs of crying, they were now dry. She had a worn out look that wasn’t merely a result of grief. It was difficult to guess her age, but I placed it as late thirties, although she could have been up to five years younger or older.

      The woman at the fire scooped out the squares of yellow cake or bread that she’d been frying onto the plate. She grated some cheese over them and placed the plate in front of Oscar and me with an air of expectation. When neither Oscar nor I went to take a slice, she pressed the fingers to her thumb and made an eating motion. Oscar and I dutifully picked up slices and bit.

      It wasn’t cake or bread, although it did have a crispy crust. The inside was soft, and it tasted a little like corn which the shavings of cheese set off to delicious effect. Oscar made sounds of approval and smacked his lips. The woman beamed and shuffled back to the pan. Even with a language barrier, he was a successful flirt.

      The widow’s voice suddenly rose and she pointed angrily at the door. The woman at the fireplace turned, frowning, spatula in hand.

      Hands up in a placating gesture, Miss Wheeler rose. “She wants us to leave.”

      “Did you say something to offend her?” I asked.

      “I didn’t think so. I simply told her about the spell that we believed was in her late husband’s possession and asked if we could buy it off her. I didn’t mention that he’d stolen it.”

      The widow removed a set of rosary beads from her apron pocket and clutched them to her chest. It was the only sign of distress over her husband’s death that she’d shown.

      While the other woman spoke to Signora Colombo and patted her shoulder, Miss Wheeler told us more. “She said she doesn’t know anything about a wood spell, or about her husband’s plans to expand the business with the help of a magician. She says he was happy here in Pecco. I couldn’t tell her that we knew he was wanting to expand without revealing you saw the new factory’s plans in the boatshed.”

      The widow seemed more angry than upset. I suppose I would be too if I’d just learned my spouse wanted to move out of the village.

      “Ask her about The Angel,” Oscar said.

      “Why? He’s an anarchist. He has nothing to do with the stolen spell.”

      “We can’t say that for certain.”

      My eyes widened. Could he be right? The murder coming so soon after the theft of the spell would imply there was a connection, but I couldn’t see what it would be. The anarchist movement would have no interest in a wood strengthening spell.

      Miss Wheeler spoke to the widow who suddenly shot to her feet, forcing her friend to take a step back. Signora Colombo spat on the ground and fired off some words in Italian.

      “She says The Angel is a bad man and hated her husband,” Miss Wheeler explained. “Perché?” she asked the widow.

      Signora Colombo made a shooing motion and snarled a few more harsh words in our direction.

      Miss Wheeler backed up to the door. “We should go.”

      The widow calmed down when she realized we were leaving, and a tense silence filled the room. Until the creak of a floorboard overhead broke the silence. The widow resumed shouting at us again. Her friend, however, had gone ashen. She stared up at the ceiling and crossed herself.

      We hurriedly filed out of the house and back into the piazza, the friend on our heels. Signora Colombo slammed the door behind us.

      Miss Wheeler spoke to the friend who shook her head over and over. The hand that clutched her handkerchief beat lightly against her chest, as she replied.

      Miss Wheeler swallowed hard. “I asked her about the child, the one in the photograph, and if he was terribly upset over his father’s death. She said there is no child anymore. He died recently.”

      “Then who was upstairs?” Oscar asked.

      “That’s the thing. No one was up there. Signora Colombo is alone now.”

      “Someone was up there. We all heard a noise.”

      “The neighbor thinks it’s the spirit of Signore Colombo. His violent and untimely death means his ghost can’t rest.”

      We all looked back at the house. I may not be a religious man, but I had a sudden urge to cross myself, too.
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      Signora Colombo’s friend and neighbor, Maria, proved to be a wealth of knowledge. She explained to Miss Wheeler that Signora Colombo had retreated inward since the death of her son from a fever. She kept to herself, preferring not to linger at the market with the other women. Maria had persisted with the friendship, despite Signora Colombo’s standoffishness, knowing what it was like to lose a child herself.

      When Miss Wheeler asked if Signore Colombo had any enemies who would want to kill him, Maria became cagey. She said he was well-liked in the village. I’d been about to suggest to Miss Wheeler that she ask Maria to elaborate on whether he had enemies outside the village, but Oscar got in first. He wanted to know about the man called The Angel.

      Maria’s lips flattened at the mention of him. At Miss Wheeler’s prompting, she gave a lengthy response.

      “The man’s real name is De Angelis,” Miss Wheeler translated. “He and his friend arrived in Pecco a few days ago from Milan. Maria describes them as brutes, up to no good, with De Angelis being a huge man.”

      “That’s them!” I cried. “That’s the men we saw here last night.”

      “Maria says The Angel had business with the boatbuilder, something his wife didn’t like, although Maria can’t say what Signora Colombo had against De Angelis specifically. Maria didn’t detect any animosity between De Angelis and Colombo on the two times she saw them together, but Signora Colombo took an instant dislike to him. Maria wondered if Signora Colombo simply didn’t trust him because he was a stranger and had a roughened look about him. Apparently, Signora Colombo has a bit of a reputation for being uppity. She isn’t from around here, and marrying a boatbuilder in a small fishing village was a step down for her and she never let her husband forget it.”

      “Ask Maria if she thinks Signora Colombo knew De Angelis before he came to Pecco,” Oscar asked.

      Miss Wheeler translated the question into Italian. At Maria’s headshake, she thanked her.

      The older woman’s worried gaze fell on the boatshed then the house. She crossed herself. “La famiglia è maledetta.”

      “The family is cursed,” Miss Wheeler interpreted for us.

      Maria walked off, but I had one more question. “Er, scusi. Maria.”

      She turned. “Si, Professore?”

      “Miss Wheeler, please ask her if the boatbuilder had any enemies outside of the village.” At Miss Wheeler’s frown, I added, “She mentioned he had no enemies in Pecco, but I felt as though she was being specific for a reason.”

      When Miss Wheeler put the question to Maria, it was clear she didn’t want to answer. She waved us off with a rather vigorous sweeping motion of her hand and went to leave. Miss Wheeler dogged her steps and spoke to her in rapid Italian. Something she said made Maria stop. The older woman shook her head violently then responded.

      I caught only one word: Abate.

      “Did she say the abbot?” I asked as Maria left.

      “Apparently, he was here three days ago. He argued with the boatbuilder, but no one overheard what the argument was about and it wasn’t violent. Maria was reluctant to tell me about it. It was only after I mentioned that if the family is cursed, Signora Colombo could be next. By helping us find the murderer, we could end the curse. Maria seems to believe in curses.”

      Oscar and I exchanged glances. We both recalled an incident India and Matt had investigated where a curse had been placed on a toymaker.

      Miss Wheeler missed nothing. “Why are you two looking at one another furtively? Are you going to tell me you believe in curses, too?”

      “We believe in them because they’re real,” I said. “Curses are a rare branch of magic, quite specific to the Romany people. They can place curses on a human body.”

      “The abbot is not Romany.” Miss Wheeler walked off. “And besides, the sort of curse Maria is talking about applies to an entire family. I’m inclined to think the deaths are terribly bad luck in this instance.”

      “The child, perhaps,” Oscar said, falling into step with her. “But not Signore Colombo. Luck wasn’t involved there. It was murder.”

      “But not premediated.” Miss Wheeler put up her parasol and quickened her steps. “If the murderer brought his own hammer, he would have taken it with him when he departed. He wouldn’t have left it behind. That hammer was used because it was within reach, I’m sure of it.”

      They were both walking fast, their steps in perfect synchronicity, and we’d just hit the base of the steep climb out of Pecco. When Oscar realized I’d fallen behind, he stopped to wait for me.

      “You go on,” I urged him. “I’ll meet you there.”

      “We haven’t discussed where we’re going,” he said.

      “No need. We all know our next destination is the abbey.”

      “We stay together,” Miss Wheeler said. “There’s a very good chance the murderer is one of the men we saw last night at the boatshed, and if they decide to go after the people who can place them at the scene… Well, we’re safer together.”

      “De Angelis,” Oscar muttered. “The Angel. We need to find out more about him.”

      “Perhaps the abbot can help. It’s quite a coincidence that De Angelis arrives in Pecco around the same time the abbot is seen arguing with the victim. I’m rather suspicious of coincidences.” Her cool gaze settled on Oscar. “More often than not, they’re a result of careful planning.”

      Oscar grunted. “I see you’re not going to forgive me for manipulating our visit to coincide with yours.”

      “I will, in time.” She took my arm and we walked off together, her parasol protecting us both from the hot sun.

      Oscar moved up alongside her. “In my defense, I’d like to point out that you are having much more fun with us than you would with just Defoe for company.”

      “You overstate my pleasure at seeing you again.”

      “That may be so, but I’m not overstating your enjoyment of the hunt, Miss Wheeler, and you wouldn’t be investigating the murder if not for us.”

      “I suppose it’s true that there is nothing quite as invigorating as a good investigation. Now, I’ve not met the abbot. What’s he like? And how do you propose we get him to talk?”
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      We arrived at the abbey at the same time as a cart pulled by a donkey. One of the two monks accompanying it was Brother Eduardo, the abbey librarian. He seemed to have some difficulty climbing down from the cart, as if he’d suffered an injury.

      His smile was half-hearted, even wary. “Welcome again, Professor, Mr. Barratt. Have you come about another book?”

      I introduced Miss Wheeler and informed him that we were yet to locate the previous book we’d discussed. “Unfortunately, Signore Scala sold the books from the abbey, including that volume. We were most disappointed.”

      Brother Eduardo’s face fell. “Sold! But…he should not! He did not say he would sell them.”

      “Did he need to inform you?” Oscar asked.

      Brother Eduardo lifted his shoulders in a shrug so typical of the Italians. “No, but it is a kindness to mention he would not keep them. You told me where you would take them, Mr. Barratt, and for that I was grateful. It is a courtesy.” He seemed suddenly self-conscious and collected himself. He bowed his head to Miss Wheeler. “I am sorry for my outburst. Please, forgive me.”

      She smiled one of her warm smiles that I’d grown to find comforting. “There is nothing to forgive, Brother. Those books have been in this abbey for centuries, so it’s entirely understandable you’d feel a sense of ownership toward them.”

      He indicated the cart, being unhitched from the donkey. “We have just come from Monteoro. We sell our honey, olives and lemons at the market. I saw Signore Scala there, with his friend.”

      “He didn’t tell you he’d sold the books?” I asked.

      “We did not speak.” Brother Eduardo lowered his head and mumbled into his chest. “He does not like us here at the abbey.”

      “Probably because your abbot calls him greedy and depraved,” Oscar muttered.

      I shot him a glare, but Oscar merely took a leaf out of the Italians’ book and shrugged.

      “Do you think Signore Scala is the devil?” he pressed.

      Brother Eduardo’s mouth opened and shut without any words coming out, and his cheeks flushed. The composed, self-assured man I’d met in the abbey library was nowhere to be seen. Perhaps the monk was at his most comfortable when surrounded by books and felt anxious in other situations. I sympathized. I felt the same.

      Brother Eduardo looked away, clearly wanting to leave, but Miss Wheeler addressed him again. “What friend?” she asked.

      He blinked, uncomprehending. “Pardon?”

      “You mentioned Signore Scala was with a friend at the market. Do you know the name of the friend?”

      I wasn’t sure of the relevance to anything, but I stayed quiet and watched as Brother Eduardo’s face went even redder.

      “I do not know the man’s name. He is the very good friend of Signore Scala.”

      Understanding dawned on Miss Wheeler’s face, but I still didn’t follow. “What does he look like?”

      “Young, dark hair, handsome. He dresses with more elegance than most men.” Brother Eduado bit his lower lip and took a step back. “I do not know him. We have not met.”

      It wasn’t De Angelis. The heavyset fellows we saw in the boatshed didn’t match the description of Scala’s friend.

      Brother Eduardo removed his straw hat and fanned his face. “It is hot, yes? Excuse me, I must help unload the cart.”

      We watched him cross the forecourt and join the other monk removing unsold goods from the back of the cart. Brother Eduardo received a large basket from his colleague, only to wince and arch his back.

      “That was enlightening,” Miss Wheeler said. “But not in any meaningful way that will help us solve the murder.”

      I pushed my glasses up my nose and peered at her. “Do you mean because Signore Scala’s friend is clearly not De Angelis?”

      “I do. Did anyone else get the impression that Signore Scala and his friend are more than mere friends, and Brother Eduardo knows it? It’s no wonder Scala avoided the monks at the market. If his tendencies go against the teachings of the church, he must feel unwelcome here at the abbey.”

      “Brother Eduardo not only knows they’re more than friends,” Oscar said, “I’d say he’s as much of an aesthete as Scala when it comes to handsome men.”

      “Oscar!” I hissed. “You must stop speculating about these things out loud.”

      “It’s not speculation, Gavin. I can tell the brother is of that particular persuasion.”

      I scoffed. “You can’t possibly tell. He doesn’t sport a sign.”

      “Not one with words on it, but he does show signs. I’m very good at identifying these things. Better than you, anyway.”

      I rounded on him, my fists clenched at my sides. I wasn’t sure why, but I was furious. “Mistaking me for an aesthete was one thing, but you shouldn’t suggest Brother Eduardo is without proof. It’s grossly unfair on the poor man. At least I had the chance to deny it to your face and set you straight. Honestly, Oscar, you believe you can identify men like that, but you can’t. I know you’re going to suggest he looked at you in a certain way, as if he—” I lowered my voice. “As if he desired you. But I didn’t notice anything like that. In fact, it’s quite arrogant of you to think you’re always the center of attention. Perhaps you ought to have a closer look in the mirror. You are not as handsome as you think you are.”

      Miss Wheeler made a noise, part choke, part laugh. She covered her mouth with her hand, her wide-eyed stare on me.

      I felt sick. Why had I become so angry with Oscar? And to berate him in the abbey forecourt, of all places, and in front of a third party! “I’m sorry, Oscar. I don’t know what came over me. I shouldn’t have got cross with you. You are very handsome, and if Brother Eduardo looked at you in a particular way, then of course you’d be aware of his gaze.”

      Oscar clapped me on the shoulder. He looked like he was trying not to laugh. “Don’t panic, Gavin. I’m not cross, and you’re right, I can be arrogant. You were also right about the monk. He wasn’t looking at me in a particular way. He was looking at you. So I rather think my assessment of him is correct. But we can agree to disagree. It doesn’t matter in the least.” He lifted a hand to shield his eyes from the sun. “Ah, here comes the abbot.”

      A sense of exhaustion settled over me as I watched him stride off to greet the abbot. I wasn’t sure what to make of the conversation we’d just had. How could I have read the exchange with Brother Eduardo so differently to him? How could he be so cavalier when my mind felt disturbed?

      Miss Wheeler sidled closer to me. “Are you all right, Professor? You look quite done in.”

      I thrust two fingers down my collar to tug it away from my skin. I suddenly felt very hot. “I’m sorry you heard that. I shouldn’t air my grievance with him in public.”

      “Please don’t be embarrassed, Professor. Your secrets, whatever they are, are safe with me. I don’t care what you are or are not.”

      “I’m not,” I felt compelled to tell her.

      She followed my gaze to Oscar. “I agree with you about Mr. Barratt. He is very handsome. If you tell him I said that, I will deny it most vehemently.”

      Relief flooded me, making me feel even hotter. She was being so kind about my dreadful outburst that I couldn’t help the rush of warmth I felt for her.

      She took my arm and squeezed. “As for Brother Eduardo⁠—”

      “Don’t, Miss Wheeler. Please. I don’t want to talk about him, or Signore Scala, or aesthetes.” I sighed. “I just want the books.”

      “Then I’m afraid you will have to talk about Signore Scala at some point.” She tugged my arm. “For now, let’s see what the abbot has to say about his argument with the boatbuilder.”

      The abbot peered down his nose at Oscar with a mixture of disdain and indifference. I’d seen deans and other senior staff at University College look at junior staff in such a way. I’d even been looked upon like that before I became professor. The abbot felt himself far above us. Was it because of our interest in magic? Or was it simply his nature? Hopefully, it wouldn’t stop him from answering Oscar’s questions.

      When we reached them, Oscar was informing the abbot of the murder in Pecco. The abbot must have already heard about it as he showed no sign of surprise or horror.

      “We have been hired by Signora Colombo to find the murderer,” Oscar said. “She doesn’t trust the Carabinieri to treat the death as suspicious.”

      That elicited a response of arched brows from the abbot. “I do not believe you. She cannot afford to hire anyone.”

      “We came to an agreement that is not financial in nature. In short, she has something we want in return for our services.”

      I held my breath. Oscar had not just lied; he’d lied to a man of God.

      The abbot didn’t tell Oscar he didn’t believe him again, so Oscar pushed on. “In the course of our investigation, we learned that you were seen arguing with the victim. Can you tell us what you argued about?”

      The abbot’s bulbous eyes narrowed. “Are you accusing me of murder, Signore Barratt?”

      Oscar put up his hands. “Certainly not. We simply want to get to the bottom of this, for the widow’s sake. She has recently lost her child and now her husband. She has no one.”

      At the mention of the child, the abbot bowed his head and gave it a barely perceptible shake.

      Sensing a weakening of resolve, Oscar continued with the same combination of deference, sympathy, and gentle imploring. “Please, Father Abbot. Help bring justice by telling us what you and Signore Colombo argued about. It may shed light on his thoughts and concerns at the time of his death. Whatever you say to us will go no further.”

      The abbot looked up and sighed. “It does not matter who you tell. The argument is not a secret. I was cross with Signore Colombo for not giving his son a proper Christian funeral.”

      “Was Signore Colombo not Christian?”

      “He did not have the faith.”

      “And Signora Colombo?”

      “I have not met her. I did not know their son had died until recently. When I learned the priest of Pecco did not conduct the funeral, I went to see Signore Colombo, to tell him I will pray for his son’s soul. He did not like this. He did not want my prayers. And now he is dead, too.” The abbot crossed himself as he murmured a prayer in Latin for the souls of the dead.

      With an answer given, I expected Oscar to thank the abbot and leave. He wasn’t finished, however. “You called Signore Scala greedy, depraved and the devil. Why?”

      With a subtle adjustment of his shoulders and tilt of his chin, the abbot resumed an air of superiority as if it were as natural as putting on a hat. “That is my opinion.”

      The bell in the tower rang out, signaling time for prayer. Brother Eduardo closed the stable door on the donkey. As he crossed the forecourt with another monk, he bowed his head and attempted a subtle glance in our direction.

      The abbot caught him looking. Brother Eduardo hurried onward.

      “It is time for prayer, and for you to leave,” the abbot said to us.

      Oscar wasn’t giving up, however. “Did you call Scala those names because he’s a magician? Or is there a more personal reason?”

      The abbot’s nostrils flared, then he turned and walked off toward the chapel.

      “I don’t blame him for ignoring you,” I told Oscar as we left the abbey. “You insulted him by suggesting personal knowledge of a man whose proclivities are known to be against the teachings of the church.”

      “I think I must side with Mr. Barratt on this, Professor,” Miss Wheeler said. “Time was of the essence. Directness will always get a reaction, if not an answer. The abbot’s reaction of stiff silence tells us Mr. Barratt’s question hit a nerve.”

      Oscar seemed to puff up a little with her praise. “Thank you, Miss Wheeler. I’m glad we now know why he argued with Colombo, but I wish we’d gotten an answer out of him about Scala.”

      “Do we need one?” I asked. “It’s quite obvious that his opinion is negative because he knows Scala likes men.”

      “And is a magician,” Miss Wheeler added.

      “Yes to both,” Oscar said. “But why call Scala greedy?”

      He made a good point. One that I was ashamed I hadn’t considered. I’d blamed Oscar for being fixated on Signore Scala’s proclivities—and Brother Eduardo’s, too—but perhaps I was the one with the fixation. Oscar had moved on and focused on something else entirely.

      I wasn’t the only one who’d overlooked the abbot calling Signore Scala greedy. Miss Wheeler also seemed impressed by Oscar’s observation if the admiration in her gaze was an indication. “It could just mean that he knows Signore Scala’s reputation as a ruthless businessman,” she pointed out.

      “It could,” Oscar said. “But if so, why not just tell us? I think it means something else. I think he knows Signore Scala better than he lets on.”
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      Dark clouds gathered ominously above the distant mountains on the other side of the lake. On the Monteoro side, dark forces of the human kind also gathered ominously. It was Miss Wheeler who alerted us to the man from the boatshed talking to a third man down one of the narrow alleys. We hurried on before they spotted us but stopped once we knew we couldn’t be seen.

      “We should follow De Angelis,” Oscar said. “We need to find out where he’s staying.”

      There was only one reason he’d want to know where De Angelis was staying. “We are not breaking into his house to search for the spell, Oscar. That’s too dangerous.”

      “I agree,” Miss Wheeler said before he could protest. “He might be the murderer.”

      “We don’t know that,” Oscar said. “In fact, we don’t know if he’s a danger at all. We’ve not seen him raise so much as a finger to harm anyone. Condemning someone because they look like a thug isn’t fair.”

      He had a point, but I wasn’t convinced of De Angelis’s full and complete innocence. We may not have seen him commit the murder, but there was no denying he was at the scene. It was highly suspicious.

      “I want to know where he lives and who he associates with.” Oscar put his back to the wall painted in mustard yellow and inched his way to the corner. He peered around then signaled for us to join him. “There’s a fourth man wearing a leather apron, making shooing motions at the other three.”

      “He’s telling them to leave,” Miss Wheeler translated. “He says he’s a humble, hardworking shoemaker and he wants nothing to do with troublemakers from the city. He wants them to leave Monteoro before they scare away the tourists.”

      Someone responded with a few growling words then there was a thud that had Oscar pushing away from the wall. The only thing stopping him from entering the alley was Miss Wheeler, gripping his arm hard.

      From my position behind the other two, I couldn’t see down the alley. “What happened?”

      “The Angel punched the shoemaker in the stomach,” Miss Wheeler whispered. “He fell back against the door. A woman has come out now.”

      The woman shrieked at the top of her lungs, her words running together. Miss Wheeler shook her head, unable to translate.

      “The men are leaving,” Oscar reported. “They’re heading in the opposite direction from us. I’m going to follow.”

      Miss Wheeler released him, but I grabbed him again. “Are you mad?” I snapped.

      “Return to the hotel if you prefer, Gavin.” He wrenched free of my grip and headed into the alley.

      I looked to Miss Wheeler for support, but she didn’t need to utter a word for me to realize she thought it a good idea to follow the men.

      She removed a pouch from her pocket. I’d seen it before, in Edinburgh, and knew it contained chalk dust. “They won’t see us,” she assured me before she too entered the alley.

      I followed and was just in time to see her remove one of her gloves, throw the dust in the air and whisper her spell. The chalk drifted in the light breeze before seeming to dissipate. Miss Wheeler could sense it, however, and strode with purpose down the sloping alley. She didn’t even stop to check on the welfare of the shoemaker.

      I assisted the elderly fellow to his feet. Despite coming off second best, he showed no signs of distress over the confrontation. He shook his fist and barked a few words at the retreating attackers. I only understood one: anarchici. Anarchists.

      The shoemaker’s wife indicated I should help her husband inside then wouldn’t let me leave until I took payment in the form of a biscuit that tasted like almonds and lemon. When I finally stepped back into the alley, Oscar, Miss Wheeler and the trio they were following were nowhere in sight.

      I would have to wait for them at the hotel, after all.

      I headed down the alley then onto the busier thoroughfare of Monteoro’s main street, running parallel to the foreshore. Tourists were enjoying refreshments at one of the coffee houses with a view across the water, while others chatted amiably about their evening plans as they ambled. Such plans might be put on hold if the dark clouds crossed the lake.

      I’d only walked a few steps when I spotted one of the trio of anarchists. Despite having only seen him very briefly, I was certain it was the third man, neither De Angelis nor his thuggish friend from the boatshed. His black and white shoes were out of place. I hadn’t seen any gentleman wearing footwear of any color other than all black since leaving Milan. Somewhat incongruously, he was purchasing a gelato from a wheeled cart with a green and cream striped awning keeping the sun off the icebox. There was no sight of his comrades or of Oscar and Miss Wheeler.

      The man paid for his gelato then leaned against a nearby lamp post and ate it from the porcelain cup with a spoon. He looked as though he didn’t have a care in the world, but he also didn’t look as though he belonged there. It wasn’t just his fashionable shoes. His boater sported a scarlet hatband, matching the silk waistcoat. The sunlight shone off the pearl head of his cravat pin and a gold ring. He was alone, whereas most of the tourists were in couples or groups.

      The more I studied him, a vague sense of familiarity grew stronger. I couldn’t place him, however, which annoyed me. Oscar was always going on about my excellent memory and quick mind, yet here was a fellow dressed rather distinctively, and I couldn’t recall where I’d seen him.

      My frustration was the only reasonable explanation for why I threw caution to the wind and followed him.

      With his gelato finished, he handed back the cup to the seller and walked off. I remained several paces behind but kept him in my sights. He did not look back as he strolled through the village, cutting a fine figure as he peered at displays in shop windows along the main street. If I hadn’t seen him with De Angelis and the other thuggish looking anarchist, I would have pegged him as a well-to-do visitor from the city, perhaps with his own summer villa nearby.

      When he continued out of Monteoro along the promenade to Villa Corzoni, that impression grew stronger. If I’d not met Signore Scala, I would have thought this man was he. Perhaps he was Scala’s very good friend, as Brother Eduardo had put it. He fit the monk’s description of young, dark haired and handsome. Why was Scala’s lover meeting anarchists in the back alley of Monteoro? It was quite the betrayal.

      Just when I’d decided he must be Scala’s lover, the man continued past the main entrance to Villa Corzoni. He took a narrow unpaved road that skirted the estate wall until the wall itself dropped in height, allowing a view of the lush private garden beyond. The air felt cooler, damper, and the breeze that had grown stronger as we walked was blocked by the dense vegetation, although the leaves of the taller trees rustled overhead, whispering to one another. Or so my guilty conscience imagined.

      Up ahead, my quarry whistled. I stayed well back, but he didn’t turn around. At one point, the sound of voices up ahead had me plunging into the bushes beside the road. I watched through the shrubbery as two men dressed in laborers’ overalls passed the man. Neither acknowledged him and he didn’t acknowledge them. Once they’d gone a few steps beyond him, however, they looked back over their shoulders. If they recognized him, I couldn’t tell.

      Once they disappeared from sight, I emerged from my hiding place and continued on. As with all the roads away from the lakeshore, it wound upwards, albeit at a gentler slope than the roads out of Monteoro and Pecco. After a few more bends, the vegetation thinned, and I realized we were behind the villa. The gravel drive led through an unguarded entrance, down to the outbuildings. Beyond them was a line of trees through which I caught glimpses of the pale jewel of the villa. Beyond that, the dark surface of the lake rippled with the strong breeze.

      I followed the man along the drive, ducking behind another bush as two women dressed in housemaid uniforms hurried past. As with the other men who’d passed earlier, they didn’t acknowledge my quarry, nor he them. He must be known to them, however, because they didn’t try to stop him.

      The man entered the villa using a service door tucked away at the rear, further confusing me. If he were Signore Scala’s very good friend, he would surely enter via the front. Why take the long road that skirted the entire property and come all the way around the back? Perhaps he was a local supplier, not Scala’s lover, and had business with the majordomo.

      I sat with my back to a tree where I could still see the villa but was out of sight of the driveway. I would wait a little longer to see if the man re-emerged.
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      I awoke to a clap of thunder. A fat raindrop landed on my cheek with a splat. It was quickly followed by another and another. I leapt to my feet and, seeing no one around, hurried back the way I’d come.

      The air felt much cooler and my neck ached. I checked my watch. Four o’clock! I’d slept for hours. The dark clouds had moved across the lake and now blocked out the sun, making it feel like dusk had come early. Suddenly, no longer able to hold their heavy load, they released the rain. It fell in torrential sheets.

      I ran, although there was no point. I was thoroughly drenched by the time I reached the village. It would seem I was the only fool to have been caught out by the storm. Everyone else had seen it approaching across the lake and retreated indoors. The main street was deserted. Shops and restaurants stood empty.

      The hotel foyer was busy, however, as guests waited out the weather. I self-consciously trudged across the tiles, feeling very silly for leaving behind wet patches with every step.

      “Gavin!” Oscar sprang up from one of the armchairs. “Where have you been? You’re soaked.”

      “It is raining.”

      “There’s no need for sarcasm. I’ve been worried about you.”

      “Because I got caught in the rain?”

      “Because you’ve been gone for hours. The concierge said you never returned to the hotel. I thought you went for a walk, but when the weather turned, I thought something might have happened to you. It’s unlike you to be out and about in a storm.”

      It was rather nice to have someone worry about me. Not since I was a child had anyone made a fuss over my safety. It proved Oscar cared. Or perhaps it simply proved that I never gave anyone cause for concern until now.

      “There you are, Professor,” said Miss Wheeler, joining us.

      “Were you waiting for me, too?” I asked.

      “Yes, of course. I was worried. We both were. Where were you all this time?”

      “I followed the third man, the dandy with the crimson waistcoat.”

      “Gavin!” Oscar threw his hands in the air, a gesture he seemed to have picked up from the expressive locals. “What if he was dangerous?”

      I pushed my glasses up my nose, prepared to defend my actions, but he was right. If the man noticed me following him, he could have lured me onto that quiet road near the villa and accosted me without any witnesses seeing. I suddenly felt cold.

      “This isn’t like you,” Oscar said with a frown.

      I was supposed to be the careful one, and he the impetuous partner in this relationship. I shivered at the thought of what coud have happened.

      “You’re cold,” Miss Wheeler said. “You should dry off. I have to go, too, and report to Mr. Defoe. I’m supposed to be keeping an eye on you both from a distance. I do want to know all about the man and where he went, Professor, but it will have to wait.” She picked up her skirts and headed to the stairs.

      “I think you need a warm cup of tea,” Oscar said to me. “They’ve opened the dining room since the terrace is as drenched as you are. I’ll secure a table while you change.”

      When I entered the dining room wearing dry clothes twenty minutes later, I spotted Mr. Defoe and Miss Wheeler first. I pretended not to see them as I headed for Oscar, seated at a table near the window. Rain and wind battered the glass, and the lake had almost completely disappeared from view beneath mist.

      “This weather is biblical,” Oscar said as he poured me a cup of tea from the pot.

      “I hope it doesn’t last,” I said. “All these tourists will have their holiday ruined.”

      Oscar smiled. “Always thinking of others. If only I was half as considerate as you.”

      “You are considerate.”

      “Not as much as I should be. For instance, my mind has been pre-occupied ever since we settled on a date to depart England. Before that, if I’m being honest. I never factored you into the equation, and I should have. Your opinion on where and when we travel on these jaunts should have equal weight with mine.”

      Perhaps I should do things that make him worry about me more often if this consideration was the result. “Oscar, I don’t mind that we waited to coincide our arrival here with Miss Wheeler’s.”

      “You don’t?”

      “No. I only ask that you consult me in future. If you want to follow her halfway around the world with me in tow, then just tell me. I’ll come if you wish and stay home if you prefer that instead.”

      “I definitely prefer your company, Gavin. I’d be bored without you.”

      “You’d have Miss Wheeler for company.”

      “That’s the thing. I do not have Miss Wheeler for anything. Nor does she seem to want me.” He gave me a flat smile. “Still cold?” He opened the flap of his jacket to reveal a flask tucked into the inside pocket.

      “Is that brandy?”

      He flashed a smile, dimples and all.

      I pushed my cup toward him. “Just a splash.”

      He poured a little into my cup and a little more into his. “Where did you follow the third fellow to?”

      “Villa Corzoni.”

      A drop of the brandy spilled onto the tablecloth before he realized and secured the flask lid. “Bloody hell. Are you sure he didn’t see you?”

      “I’m sure.” I told him how I followed the man to the service entrance, and that he didn’t greet anyone he passed on the way. “He seemed to know his way around but isn’t a servant. Nor is he a family member or guest, otherwise he would have used the front entrance.”

      “Perhaps.” Oscar slipped the flask back into his pocket. “Whoever he is, I doubt Scala would like that an anarchist was in his house.”

      “We don’t know if he’s an anarchist, just that he spoke to two of them in a back alley.” I lifted the teacup but didn’t sip. “Oscar, did you see the man’s face?”

      “A little, yes.”

      “Did he look familiar to you?”

      “No. You recognized him?”

      “Vaguely.” I sighed into the cup then sipped. The memory must be vague indeed if I couldn’t recall it. “What of De Angelis and his friend?”

      “We followed them to a pensione located off the main road halfway between Monteoro and Pecco. Apparently temporary workers who come for the summer tourist season stay there. Searching their rooms for the spell would be impossible with so many people coming and going.”

      Thank goodness for that. I’d planned to voice my opposition to the idea if he suggested it, but I knew I’d not be able to change his mind if he’d already made it up. I wondered if the more sensible Miss Wheeler had influenced his decision.

      My gaze slid to her, taking tea with her employer. Mr. Defoe caught me looking and raised his cup in greeting.

      Oscar hadn’t noticed the exchange. He seemed lost in his own thoughts, until he suddenly set his cup down. “I’ve been thinking about the widow’s denial that Signore Colombo had no plans to build a bigger facility in Milan. Not only did she say he had no plans to expand, but he’d not mentioned employing a wood magician to her, either.”

      “Not all husbands confide in their wives. We saw the drawings for his new factory with our own eyes.” Perhaps his failure to confide in her was why the widow had been so angry toward her husband. She’d certainly not shed many tears over his death.

      It made me wonder again if she’d killed him. If she had, did she also destroy Signore Scala’s stolen wood spell in a fit of pique? She had no reason to keep it if, in fact, she even knew what it was.

      Oscar put his face close to the window and peered out. “It appears to be clearing up. Good.” He sat back, eyes sparkling.

      “You’ve got a mischievous look about you,” I said. “Why?”

      “Can’t talk now. Miss Wheeler and Defoe are approaching.” He plastered a smile on his face and rose. “Would you care to join us?”

      He’d not even finished when Mr. Defoe signaled to a passing waiter for two chairs to be brought over. I stood and offered mine to Miss Wheeler.

      She sat. “I do hope this weather clears up. We’re venturing across the lake tomorrow to see the other villages.” It was a lie, of course, but she said it so smoothly that I would have believed her if I hadn’t known she’d said it for Mr. Defoe’s benefit. I was quite sure he’d directed his assistant to follow us again.

      The waiter arrived with two spare chairs and we men sat. All four of us crowded around the small table. “We leave the day after tomorrow,” Mr. Defoe announced. “I’m needed in New York. That gives you all of tonight and tomorrow to consider my proposal.”

      “We still don’t have the book, Defoe,” Oscar said. “Scala hasn’t told us who he sold the book to.”

      “But he will once you complete whatever task he set for you. If you complete it tomorrow, I’ll buy the information he gives you then and there. If not, we can negotiate by wire.”

      Oscar scoffed. “We’re not selling you the location of the book or the book itself.”

      “You haven’t heard my price.”

      “Save your breath, Defoe.”

      Mr. Defoe focused on me with all the hungry intensity of a hawk sighting a worm. The silky smile made me squirm. “What say you, Professor? What’s your price?”

      “Me? Er…” I pushed my glasses up my nose. “Oscar speaks for both of us. The book isn’t for sale.”

      “Come now, Professor. Be your own man. Don’t let him bully you.”

      “He’s not.”

      “The only bully here is you, Defoe,” Oscar said coolly.

      The American ignored him. “Just think of all the books you could buy for your library with my money, Professor. Is the book he wants worth giving up all the books you want?”

      I opened and closed my mouth, fidgeted with my glasses, cleared my throat. I knew that my every move told him how anxious his attention made me, but I couldn’t stop.

      “The abbey librarian told me about another book you wanted,” he went on. “Something to do with bloodlines.”

      Finally, something I could discuss without sounding like a fool. “Bloodlines and Birthright: Observations on Inherited Traits by a Monk. It’s considered an important work. Charles Darwin used it as a basis for his theory on evolution, which has in turn been used to explain how magic evolved. Through families,” I added. “It’s an inherited trait. The book is rare. The Bloodlines and Birthright book, not Darwin’s.” Ugh. Even on a topic I knew a lot about, I came off sounding like a fool. Mr. Defoe made me nervous.

      “Fascinating, Professor. I do hope you find it, and that the seller suggests a price you can afford. If not, write to me. We can come to an arrangement whereby I pay for all the books you want and keep only the one with the tattoo spell.”

      “No!”

      Mr. Defoe’s smile didn’t waiver. “Think about it, Professor.” He rose. “Adele, if you prefer to stay then feel free to order a plate of local delicacies and charge it to my account.”

      Once he was out of earshot, Miss Wheeler asked me if I needed more tea. “You look frayed by that encounter, Professor.”

      “I’m quite all right,” I said, feeling anything but. I reached for my cup laced with brandy and sipped deeply.

      “The thing to remember about Defoe is that he respects self-confidence. Even if you don’t possess it, don’t show that you don’t.”

      “Fake it,” Oscar added, most unhelpfully. “That’s what I do.”

      Miss Wheeler scoffed. “You don’t need to fake self-confidence, Mr. Barratt. You have too much of it.” She reached out and patted my hand. “Don’t let Mr. Defoe upset you or sway you. If you want to take up his offer, then do. If you don’t⁠—”

      “He doesn’t,” Oscar said.

      Miss Wheeler rolled her eyes. “You do what is right for you, Professor.”

      “I do,” I assured her. “I am. The book with the tattoo spell isn’t important to me, but it is to Oscar, and I would never sell it if he didn’t want me to. Nor do I want a man like Defoe to get his hands on it.”

      She patted my hand again before releasing it. “Do stop smiling so smugly, Mr. Barratt. It’s not at all becoming in a gentleman.”

      Oscar’s lips turned down at the corners. “I wasn’t smiling,” he muttered.

      “Now, tell me where you went this afternoon, Professor. I’ve been dying to know ever since I saw you return hours later, soaking wet. It must have been a good outing for you to have been gone so long.”

      I told her about following the dandy to Villa Corzoni. Like Oscar, she was worried that I’d been seen, but once I reassured her, she fell into a thoughtful silence.

      Oscar ordered a platter of local cheeses and cold meats from a waiter. Once the waiter left, he looked out of the window again. “It’s stopped raining.”

      I was about to ask him what he had planned when Miss Wheeler leaned forward. Voice low, she said, “I propose we break into Villa Corzoni tonight.”

      I silently groaned. I’d expected Oscar to suggest the mad plan and had hoped Miss Wheeler would help me talk him out of it. It would seem I was outnumbered. “To search for the bill of sale for the collection of abbey books?” I asked.

      “You two do that. I want to solve the murder, and if Scala’s friend, or Scala himself, is involved, there may be evidence there.”

      Oscar’s smile—which was definitely smug this time—implied that my hunch was right and that he’d already decided on the same course of action. But instead of telling her, he simply said, “What time shall we meet?”
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      Miss Wheeler blithely skipped over the puddle in the gutter and joined us on the pavement opposite the hotel. “Good evening, gentlemen. Do stop staring and lets get on with it.” Dressed in the same clothes she’d worn the night before, she cut an alluring figure. While tall and slim, there was no mistaking her womanliness thanks to the trousers accentuating her curves.

      I’d not been aware that I was staring at her until she pointed it out. I mumbled an apology and fell into step with her and Oscar.

      Oscar apologized, too. “It’s not often I see a beautiful woman in man’s clothes. I quite forgot myself.”

      “Not often?” she echoed. “So you have seen women other than me in trousers?”

      “Oh yes. Usually she wears buckskin, but not always.”

      I smiled at the image of Willie, so different to Miss Wheeler and yet with a similar energy. I’d wager Oscar had never been as captivated by Willie as he had by Miss Wheeler. I certainly hadn’t.

      We took the promenade along the shore. The mist had lifted, the rain stopped, but clouds still blocked out the stars and moon. The lake on our right was a black void stretching into the distance. The darkness of the night made it difficult to make out obstacles. I stepped in a puddle which Miss Wheeler and Oscar somehow managed to see in time.

      “Are you really leaving Monteoro the day after tomorrow?” Oscar asked. “Or was that Defoe’s attempt to force us to make a deal with him?”

      “Tomorrow,” I corrected him. “It’s past midnight.”

      “I’m not at liberty to divulge my employer’s plans,” Miss Wheeler said.

      Oscar scoffed. “After all we’ve been through together, are we not partners now?”

      “Do you pay my wages?”

      He sighed. “Point taken.”

      “I think what Oscar means,” I said, “is that if you do leave tomorrow, we only have today left in which to solve the murder. That is, after all, why you’re coming on this rather mad expedition tonight, isn’t it?”

      “Also a good point,” Oscar said, a hint of smugness in his voice. “I don’t think one day is long enough to solve the murder. If Defoe does need to leave tomorrow, you should ask him to let you stay longer. I’m sure you can think of a way to phrase it to make it seem as though you’re close to finding out the location of the tattoo spell book.”

      “Thank you for your advice, Mr. Barratt, but I have every confidence that the murder will be solved today. Perhaps even this very night. But only if you concentrate more on trying not to be caught, and less on telling me how to handle my employer.” Her words may have sounded as though she were annoyed with him, but her tone was light. Flirtatious, even. “If we are caught, I’m confident Mr. Defoe would ensure I was freed, but I doubt he’d pay the bribe to see you released. I like Professor Nash too much to see him go to prison.”

      Oscar chuckled. “I’ll focus on the task at hand, but only after I tell you that I believe you want to delay your departure so you can spend more time with us.”

      “More time with an arrogant man such as yourself, Mr. Barratt? How desperate for company do you think I am?”

      Oscar didn’t respond. I suspected he was quite pleased that it wasn’t a flat denial.

      We fell into complete silence when we reached the villa estate. The gate across the main entrance was unguarded but also locked. I led them along the road I’d taken earlier to the driveway that led to the stables and other outbuildings. We avoided the gravel and walked on the wet and rather slippery grass.

      The air was cool after the rain and the wind had stopped. The silence was as deep as the lake. Not even the leaves rustled. I became aware of the throb of blood through my veins and the thundering beat of my heart. My body was desperately trying to warn me to leave, to not enter the villa.

      I ignored it. I couldn’t let Oscar and Miss Wheeler enter alone. Our search would be quicker with three.

      We lit the portable lanterns we’d each brought then Miss Wheeler used her hairpin to pick the lock. Collecting her lantern, she held it high as she stood. Her dark eyes gleamed like polished stones in the light. She nodded. Oscar and I nodded in return. We removed our shoes to prevent traipsing mud inside and to allow us to creep about more quietly.

      Oscar led the way in then signaled that it was safe for us to follow. As expected, we found ourselves in the service area. We didn’t bother to check the kitchen, scullery, or storerooms. What we were looking for wouldn’t even be in the majordomo’s office. A bill of sale for the books was most likely in Signore Scala’s study. As for evidence linking him to the man we’d seen talking to De Angelis, and possibly the murder of the boatbuilder, that was going to be harder to find. We didn’t know what we were looking for.

      Oscar’s and my priority were the books, however, and where they were now. We’d agreed to search the study while Miss Wheeler checked the reception rooms, looking for a photograph of Scala with the dandy or private correspondence. Even though we’d discussed our individual roles earlier, Oscar still hesitated when it came time to split up. He glanced over his shoulder to the retreating figure of Miss Wheeler, entering the drawing room where we’d been received by Signore Scala.

      I tapped his shoulder to get his attention then jerked my head to the other side of the entrance hall. With a nod, he led the way to the library. I followed, only to stop in the doorway.

      The room should have been wonderful, its shelves brimming with knowledge and imagination. Instead, it was a carcass, a skeleton stripped of the life force that had once graced it. The shelves were almost bare aside from a small collection behind the large desk. The existence of the desk confirmed the room doubled as Signore Scala’s study. Finding it so quickly gave me no joy, however.

      “Scala is definitely having financial problems,” Oscar whispered. He ran a hand along one of the empty shelves. “Faint magic in the wood. It may have been placed here some time ago. What’s that over by the chair near you?”

      “Clothes.” Although the jacket was placed neatly over the back of the chair, the shirts and trousers had been discarded on the floor in crumpled heaps. Two men had undressed in a hurry.

      More evidence of their eagerness was on the desk. The leather-bound ledger sat open as if Signore Scala had been looking through it when he was interrupted. I imagined his lover had come up behind him, circling his arms around Scala, kissed the top of his head, demanding attention. They’d moved from the desk to the chair where they’d discarded their clothes. Either they didn’t care if the live-in servants overheard them, or their servants lived outside the villa.

      Oscar scanned the open pages of the ledger then pointed at the total at the bottom. “This is for his factory in Milan. It’s losing more than it’s making.” He flipped back through the pages. “And has been for months. Production slowed dramatically late last year, at the same time wages dropped.”

      “Strikes?” I suggested.

      “Probably.”

      If his factory employees were going on strike, Signore Scala would not have any fondness for the anarchists who were known to encourage industrial action among workers.

      I glanced at the pile of clothes again. It boggled my mind why two people would want to be affectionate on an armchair when there was a perfectly good bed upstairs.

      I frowned as I lowered the lantern to inspect the clothes again. There were two waistcoats yet neither were scarlet. There were also two ties, no cravats. The dandy I’d followed to the villa had worn a cravat with a distinctive pearl pin. That didn’t mean Signore Scala’s lover was someone else. The dandy could have changed for dinner.

      I picked up the ties to inspect them for a pin, but it was the shoes they’d been partially covering that caught my attention. Neither pair was the black and white two-tone ones worn by the man I’d followed earlier, but one pair was familiar. More specifically, I recognized the buckle. It was such an unusual adornment on men’s shoes these days that I knew instantly where I’d seen them before. I’d not taken much notice of the fellow’s face at the time, which was why my recollection of him was vague, but I had noticed the distinctive buckle on his shoes as he lounged against a lamp post in Milan. The sun had glinted off the silver moments before the bomb’s explosion rattled the windowpanes.

      It couldn’t be a coincidence that the man near the bomb site had worn these very same distinctive shoes. I’d presumed then that he was merely a bystander, like us. But now, my mind reeled with other possibilities. Surely it was no coincidence that someone in the vicinity of a bomb set off by anarchists had later been seen in discussion with two suspected anarchists here in Monteoro.

      Were they one and the same man? I still couldn’t be absolutely certain that the shoes belonged to the dandy I’d followed, whose face had been vaguely familiar. I needed to see him again to be sure.

      I glanced up at the ceiling.

      “Nothing,” Oscar whispered as he closed the bottom drawer on the desk. “No bills of sale for the books, no letters from an antique bookseller.” He looked around at the shelves. “There could be a hidden wall safe where he keeps important documents. Usually, a safe is hidden behind a painting but it could be behind a shelf or panel. Help me look, Gavin.”

      A moment of madness overcame me. That was the only explanation for the foolish thing I did next. “I’m going to help Miss Wheeler,” I told him. “She has more rooms to cover than us.”

      I left him pressing on the backs of the bookshelves. Across the entrance hall, Miss Wheeler’s lantern light glowed softly. She made no sound as she searched the drawing room. I headed up the grand staircase, thankful it was made of marble not wood and didn’t creak underfoot.

      At the top, I could go left or right. I chose left. The right-hand wing was directly over the kitchen. If I were the owner of the villa, I wouldn’t want cooking smells wafting up to my bedroom.

      All the doors along the corridor were closed. With my heart in my throat, I tried the first one. Unlocked. I peeped through the gap then closed the door again. The room had been completely empty. It didn’t contain one piece of furniture.

      I moved to the next door and again questioned my own sanity. But curiosity won out. I opened the door. Oddly, I didn’t even feel anxious about what I was doing. The drive for an answer to the question burning inside me overrode all else.

      I peered inside. The large canopied bed, dressing table, stools and clothing stands were good indicators this was the main bedroom. The two bodies in the bed confirmed it.

      I needed a closer look at their faces, however, and dared to take a few steps inside. One. Two. No floorboards creaked. My footsteps were utterly silent. The only breathing came from the two men. Mine seemed to have stopped altogether.

      They both faced me, so I was able to stay near the door and use the faint light from my lantern to see. They looked like they’d just tumbled into bed. One of the men was bald and it took me a moment to realize it was Signore Scala without his wig. He lay behind the other man, his arm slung over his lover’s waist. It wasn’t a warm night, but they didn’t need the bedcover and had pushed it down.

      Seeing two men entwined like that was shocking. I’d never seen anything like it, nor had I ever expected to. I should avert my eyes.

      I did not. I did manage to drag my gaze up from the bare skin of their thighs to the face of the lover.

      He stared back at me. Then he smiled.
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      I stumbled backwards out of the room into the corridor, until I felt the wall behind me. The man, Signore Scala’s lover, came after me. He was entirely naked.

      He whispered something in Italian to me.

      Although my tongue felt thick and woolly in my mouth, I managed to murmur that I only spoke English.

      He switched languages, albeit with a strong accent. “Who are you and what do you want?”

      I swallowed heavily and glanced at the bedroom door. He’d closed it behind him.

      He followed my gaze. “He took something to help him sleep. Even so, keep your voice down. Tell me what you want, inglese.” He didn’t look concerned as he studied me. Clearly he didn’t see me as a threat. I admired his confidence. He was the naked one, after all, yet it was I who trembled.

      “I…I…” My mind went blank. I didn’t want to answer him and reveal my identity, nor tell him what I’d come for, or that there were two others with me. Yet I couldn’t come up with a reasonable explanation. It wasn’t often my mind failed me, but when it did, it meant fear had overtaken completely. All I could do was repeat that one syllable like a blathering idiot.

      The man smiled. It was not unpleasant. Indeed, he seemed amused by my predicament. He took a step back and, hands on hips, studied me again. “You do not look like a thief.”

      “I…I’m not.” At least I’d managed more than one syllable.

      “Look at my face when I am talking to you.”

      I wasn’t aware my gaze had slipped until he said it. I locked onto his face.

      He smiled again. This time it wasn’t at all pleasant. It was arrogant. “Do you like what you see, inglese?”

      “I, er, that is to say…” I pressed my glasses at the bridge of my nose, using the moment to gather my wits.

      Downstairs, Oscar and Miss Wheeler would be coming to the end of their search. I didn’t want this man seeing them. At the moment, with just me, he seemed unconcerned and disinclined to wake Signore Scala. If he knew there were three of us, he might feel threatened and start shouting.

      So I said the only thing my dumbstruck mind could come up with. The truth. “I know you associate with anarchists. I saw you with two today.”

      The man gasped. He lowered his arms and clasped his hands in front of him as if to warm his fingers. “Who are you?”

      “My name is Gavin. What’s yours?”

      “Rocco. But I mean why are you here? Are you going to tell Pietro?”

      I wasn’t yet sure if Signore Scala needed to know about his lover’s anarchist connections, so I didn’t answer and instead asked a different question. “Are you and your friends involved in a recent bombing in Milan?”

      He blinked at me and hurriedly shook his head. “I was in Milan three days ago and near where a bomb went off, but I did not cause it.”

      “Are you involved in the murder of the boatbuilder in Pecco?”

      “No!” He stepped forward and lifted his clasped hands, imploring. “Please. Gavin, do not tell Pietro what you saw, I beg you. Those men are not my friends. They are just people I know. They mean nothing to me, and Pietro is everything. I cannot lose him. I need him. I am poor. I have nothing, only him.”

      How quickly the tables turned. He was vulnerable, his confidence shattered as he realized I had power over him. I sympathized but didn’t want him to know it. He might see it as a weakness and try to manipulate me.

      “Then how do you know those men?” I pressed.

      “We all come to Monteoro every summer for years. I used to be a waiter in a hotel restaurant. That is how I learn English. Every summer, I stay at a pensione in the village. I met those men there. Like me, they come to Monteoro only when there is work to be found. Last summer, Pietro noticed me and took me in. I am his family now. He is mine.” He grasped my hand. “Please, Gavin. Do not tell him that I met those men. There is nothing bad happening, nothing for him to know.” His thumb rubbed my knuckles. “Say nothing, and I will give you what you want.”

      I snatched my hand free. “I don’t want anything from you. Go back to bed, Rocco.”

      He didn’t immediately react. He seemed to be weighing something up. After a few beats, he turned and crossed the corridor to the bedroom door. I couldn’t help but admire the way his firm, muscular buttocks moved with each step—even someone with no interest in taking a lover can appreciate the naked human form. Before he opened the door, he cast me a final, pleading look over his shoulder, then disappeared inside.

      Blood coursing through my veins, I tiptoed downstairs. Moments earlier my mind had gone blank, but now dozens of thoughts fought for attention. They were rather distracting, however, and I needed to focus. We were still in danger of being caught breaking and entering. Indeed, with Rocco awake and back in bed with Signore Scala, the danger was even more acute.

      Fortunately, he didn’t raise the alarm. The threat of me exposing his connection to the anarchists was too great. Did that make him guilty of the bombing? The murder? Or just worried that his keeper would throw him out of bed and the villa.

      Despite my attempts to regain some focus, I couldn’t manage it. My attention kept wandering to the conversation in the corridor outside the bedroom. I found Oscar and Miss Wheeler in a sitting room, going through an escritoire. The small desk had an elegant shape with slim curved legs and brass handles on all drawers. The lady of the villa probably wrote her correspondence there in years past.

      Oscar joined me, his steps bouncy. He’d found something. “There you are, Gavin. I wondered where you got to.”

      “What did you find?” I asked, nodding at the escritoire.

      “Aside from wood magic, Miss Wheeler discovered a hidden compartment behind the larger drawer. In it was this.” He handed me a photograph mounted on thick paper. “Recognize them?”

      The photograph looked like a family portrait taken in a studio with a plain backdrop. A middle-aged couple sat stiff and unsmiling on chairs and two gangly youths, probably their sons, stood behind them. The lads were aged about eighteen or nineteen. I instantly recognized Signore Scala, but it took a moment to recall where I’d seen the other. The clothing and hair were very different to what he wore now, but there was no mistaking the tall man with the bulbous eyes. The abbot!

      “They’re brothers?”

      “I can see a family resemblance between them all in this,” Oscar said. “Both sons are very tall, but otherwise, the abbot looks more like their father and Pietro looks like their mother.”

      “Why didn’t the abbot tell us Signore Scala was his brother?”

      “Because he loathes him?” Oscar posed it as a question rather than answer. “The feeling is probably mutual, which explains why this lay forgotten in a drawer, hidden away and not on display.” He studied the photograph nestled on his palm. “Brothers…” he muttered. “They’re either best of friends or each other’s worst enemy.”

      Miss Wheeler joined us. “That sounds like you’re speaking from unpleasant personal experience.”

      “I don’t know how Isaac and I came from the same set of parents and grew up in the same house. And you, Miss Wheeler? Do you have siblings?”

      “This is neither the time nor the place for chit chat.”

      I thought Oscar might point out that she’d been the one to prod the conversation to life, but he merely suggested we should leave. He returned the photograph to the hidden drawer and we left the villa the same way we’d entered it.

      On the walk back to the hotel, the two of them discussed what they’d found. Oscar mentioned the stripped library and the accounts ledger, both pointing to Signore Scala being in financial difficulty, perhaps due to strikes at the factory. Miss Wheeler mentioned feeling magic in most of the wooden furniture, although it was all quite faint.

      “There was nothing linking him to the boatbuilder’s murder either,” she added. “There was also no correspondence of a private nature between him and the man who may have been the dandy you followed, Professor, and certainly no photographs of them together.”

      “A man was there with him tonight,” Oscar told her. “Gavin and I saw two sets of men’s clothes in the library.”

      Miss Wheeler didn’t seem at all shocked. “The same clothes the dandy wore earlier?”

      “Quite different. What do you think, Gavin?”

      I swallowed hard. “About what?”

      “About the clothes? The man you followed today wore a red waistcoat, didn’t he?”

      “Oh, er, yes. The clothes in the library were different.”

      “He could have changed,” Miss Wheeler pointed out.

      They prattled on all the way back to the hotel. I could have told them what I’d seen. It would have answered their questions and ended the speculation. But I didn’t. I couldn’t. It would mean admitting I’d gone upstairs expecting to see two men in bed together. I didn’t want Oscar and Miss Wheeler jump to the wrong conclusion about my motives for doing so.

      Despite my best efforts to put aside all thoughts of the encounter with Rocco from my mind, I couldn’t. It kept me awake all night. I replayed the conversation over and over. The way Rocco had looked at me from the bed, the way he’d been so confident that he held the upper hand until he realized I could upend his life. He’d gone from confident to vulnerable in a heartbeat. Part of me was ashamed to admit that I enjoyed flexing my power over him. I’d been as shocked by the thrill it gave me as he was by the discovery that he no longer held any power over me.

      As dawn peeped through the crack between the curtains, my mind finally moved on to the danger I’d placed myself in. So many things could have gone wrong. Rocco could have woken Signore Scala. Either of them could have challenged me. They could have reported us to the Carabinieri. Or if Scala kept a weapon near the bed, I may have been killed, and then Oscar and Miss Wheeler would be in danger, too. I’d done a very foolish thing to go upstairs on my own and I felt sick from all the terrible possibilities that kept replaying in my mind as I tried to get to sleep.

      I needed to scrub all thoughts from the night, and the only way to do that was to talk about it. Besides, I’d also come to the conclusion that Rocco could help us.
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      Miss Wheeler informed us over breakfast that Mr. Defoe had taken a boat across the lake to do some sightseeing, as he’d stated he would. “He tasked me with following you two again.” She spread jam on her toast, making sure it went right to the edge. “Shall we confront the abbot or Signore Scala first?”

      Oscar watched Miss Wheeler’s mouth as she bit into her toast. He seemed fixated on the sight of her chewing, so much so that I was surprised when he answered her. “Neither.”

      It had been what I was going to say, and not what I’d expected from him. “Why not?” she asked.

      He touched the corner of his mouth. “You have a smidge of jam here, Miss Wheeler.”

      She dabbed a napkin to her lip, wiping it off. Still, Oscar watched her. “Thank you, Mr. Barratt, you can stop staring now. I am not eating for your entertainment.”

      “Sorry.” He picked up his knife and fork. “That was rude of me. I was just…nevermind.”

      She arched one eyebrow but Oscar didn’t continue. “Why do you suggest we don’t tell the Scala brothers that we know they’re brothers?” she asked him.

      “What will it achieve? Telling Scala that we know his brother is the abbot isn’t going to force him to tell us who he sold the books to, or admit he was involved in the murder of the boatbuilder.”

      “Perhaps not, but I would like to see his reaction. I’d like to see the abbot’s reaction more. I wonder if the monks at the abbey know. Would Brother Eduardo be cross to learn his precious books were given away to the abbot’s own brother who then sold them? That smacks of corruption to me.”

      “And we know Scala needs money,” Oscar said, reaching for the coffee pot. He poured some into Miss Wheeler’s cup then asked me if I wanted more.

      I held out my cup.

      “You’re very quiet this morning, Gavin,” he said as he poured. “What do you think we should do about this new knowledge?”

      I clutched my cup with both hands and stared into the dark, bitter liquid. “I have a confession to make.” My cheeks began to heat at the prospect of what I was about to say. Hopefully they’d attribute my blush to the hot coffee. “Last night, I met the man I followed from the village to the villa.”

      As if they were both puppets whose strings had been pulled at the same time, they leaned forward.

      “We spoke,” I went on. “Signore Scala was asleep and didn’t wake. I’m quite sure Rocco won’t inform him of our visit.”

      “Rocco,” Oscar echoed.

      I sipped, taking my time to gather my wits again. “He begged me not to tell Signore Scala that I saw him meet De Angelis, so he won’t risk telling Scala that I broke in. He doesn’t know you were with me.”

      Oscar sat back with a humph. “I didn’t realize you’d gone upstairs. I thought you were looking through the majordomo’s office. I can’t believe you went prowling around up there on your own.”

      “I didn’t prowl.”

      “On you own, Gavin. Upstairs.”

      “Your point?”

      “Anything could have happened! Scala could have woken. What if he’d seen you? What if he’d had a weapon? Can we trust Rocco not to tell him?”

      They were the same concerns that had kept me awake. He was right. Anything could have happened. Why had I been so foolish?

      “What’s come over you, Gavin? It’s not like you to gad about at leisure through another man’s house in the middle of the night. In a foreign country, I might add.”

      Miss Wheeler placed a hand on his arm and tilted her head to the side. She didn’t say a word, but an understanding passed between them. I couldn’t decipher it and felt somewhat excluded.

      I cut into my poached egg on toast and stabbed it with my fork. “I don’t know why I went upstairs. It was a whim, a moment of madness. Don’t be cross with me.”

      Oscar grunted.

      Miss Wheeler’s other hand rested on my arm. “He’s only cross because he was worried, Professor.”

      “Worried? I’m not worried.” Oscar waved in my direction. “He’s fine, as you can see. Perhaps if I’d known what he was doing at the time, I’d have been worried. But I’m not now.”

      “Then why are you cross with him?”

      He picked up his coffee cup. “I’m jealous that he had an adventure without me. I thought about going upstairs but decided not to because I knew Gavin would worry. So I stayed downstairs, and it seems I missed out on a valuable interrogation.” He drained his coffee cup and picked up the pot to refill it, only to find it empty. “Does anyone else want more coffee?”

      We made plans as we finished breakfast. Armed with the new information about the two Scala brothers, we decided to speak to each in turn. But first, we’d see what Rocco could tell us.

      It was Miss Wheeler who suggested we threaten to blackmail him about his connection to anarchists to learn as much as we could. Oscar agreed. Neither seemed perturbed at the thought of using underhanded tactics to get answers.

      I, however, had many reservations. My stomach felt a little queasy all of a sudden.

      When Miss Wheeler returned to her room after breakfast to collect her parasol, Oscar and I returned to our rooms, too. I unlocked my door and was about to enter when Oscar stopped me.

      “Where did you meet Rocco?” he asked.

      Admitting I’d entered Scala’s bedroom and been confronted by his naked lover in the corridor was not a conversation I wanted to have with Oscar. With anyone. “I told you. Upstairs.” I kept my gaze on him. It was too hard and unsteady. I blinked. Blinked again. Too many times? Surely he could see I was guilty of deliberately withholding details.

      “Yes, but where upstairs? Was Rocco wandering about, too? If he was, perhaps he was looking for something as well. Perhaps he was looking for information about the Scala factory to pass on to De Angelis. If so, we could use that in our interrogation. So, was Rocco sneaking around, searching rooms?”

      “I, er…” My stomach gurgled loudly. “I need to use the privy. I’ll meet you downstairs in ten minutes.”
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      We waited under the shade of the trees where the driveway met the quiet road on the slope behind the villa’s outbuildings. Aside from the arrival of a cart carrying two young maids and several baskets of produce they’d purchased at the market, no one else passed us. The road was only used by Signore Scala’s servants and his lover, out of sight of visitors.

      We didn’t have to wait long before we saw Rocco cut through the line of trees and cross the grass to join the gravel driveway. He didn’t notice me until I stepped out from the shadows. The others stayed back, for now.

      Rocco showed no sign of concern at the sight of me. Now that it was daytime, I could study him properly without the lantern light casting shadows. He wasn’t so much handsome as he was pretty, with olive skin, a heart-shaped face and large dark eyes. Eyes that now flared with mischief and something else that I couldn’t decipher.

      “You changed your mind, Gavin,” he said in his thickly accented English.

      I took a step back, even though he’d not taken one toward me. “My friends and I want to question you.”

      I heard the rustle of leaves as Miss Wheeler and Oscar stepped out of the bushes.

      Rocco’s jaw slackened. His gaze flew to Oscar, ignoring Miss Wheeler entirely. He swallowed. “What is this, Gavin?”

      “Gavin already?” Oscar’s cocky tone irked me.

      Miss Wheeler cleared her throat to get everyone’s attention. “There is no point running, Rocco. We will catch up to you.”

      Her mild, soothing voice had the desired effect. Rocco visibly relaxed. “I have no more to say. I tell Gavin everything last night. I know those men, but we are not friends.” He sliced his hand through the air to drive the point home.

      “Our questions are not about them,” she said. “We want to know about Signore Scala’s family.”

      “Pietro’s family?” Rocco frowned. “I do not understand. He is not married and has no children.”

      “He has a brother.”

      Rocco’s lips parted with his soft gasp.

      “I see you know all about him.”

      “Not all.” Rocco shrugged. “I have not thought about him in a long time, but yes, Pietro’s brother is the abbot. Not many in the village know because they did not go into the village much as boys. Their father kept them in the villa when they visit here each summer.” He peered down the slope to the magnificent villa and its vast grounds. With boats, horses, and extensive gardens at their disposal, there would be no need to leave except to explore, or to observe others. “Their father did not like his sons to speak to the villagers. They were beneath his family, so Pietro told me.”

      “What else did Signore Scala tell you about his brother, the abbot?” Oscar asked.

      “Only that they do not like each other. The abbot is very pious; he believes strongly in the teachings of the church. Pietro does not. How can he believe in something that calls men like us disgusting, depraved?” Rocco spat on the ground. “Pietro told me he and his brother argued a lot about Pietro’s love of men. He tried to change Pietro, to drive the devil out of him. They no longer talk.”

      “They do,” Oscar countered. “We know the abbot gave Signore Scala some books to do with as he wished.”

      Rocco shook his head. “Pietro does not care for books. There are not many in the library, which I think you saw, Gavin.” He arched both brows at me.

      “No. I mean yes,” I said. “There are not many books there. But Signore Scala did get books from the abbey. He told us he sold them.”

      Rocco shrugged, disinterested.

      “Do you know who he sold them to?” Oscar asked.

      Rocco lowered his head and lifted his gaze to peer at Oscar through his thick, dark lashes. I’d seen coquettes regard him that way, but never a man. “Pietro and I do not discuss books when we are together. Can I go now? I have to meet my friends.”

      “De Angelis?” Oscar asked, not at all perturbed by Rocco’s flirtation.

      In a repeat of last night’s encounter, Rocco’s manner completely changed. “No! It is not true. We are not friends. I do not like the anarchists. Gavin, I tell you this last night. You promised you would keep it secret.”

      “I promised not to tell Signore Scala,” I said firmly, even though I felt some sympathy for Rocco. He looked desperately worried. “I will keep that promise. My friends also won’t tell him about your anarchist connections.”

      “No, no, no. Not a connection.” Rocco put a finger to his lips to silence me. Then he turned back to Oscar. “Please, sir, do not tell Pietro. I need him. My family back home are poor.” He pressed a hand to his chest. “I am poor.”

      Good lord, was Signore Scala paying him? I knew men paid for flats for their mistresses to live in, and clothes and jewelry for them to wear, so it shouldn’t have been a surprise that in relationships like the one between Scala and Rocco, the same financial arrangement applied. Still, I’d never met such a mistress. It felt quite shocking to be in the presence of a male version.

      Neither Miss Wheeler nor Oscar seemed shocked by the revelation. Both regarded Rocco coolly.

      With a smile that unnerved even me, Oscar agreed not to inform Signore Scala…for a price. “We won’t tell him about your association with known anarchists, or your presence in the piazza when a bomb went off, if you find out who he sold those books from the abbey to.”

      Rocco’s face paled. “But if I cannot?”

      “Let’s assume you will. We are staying at the Grande Hotel. Ask for Professor Gavin Nash.”

      I bit my tongue before I blurted out the question on the tip of it: why me?

      Miss Wheeler took Rocco’s hand in hers and passed some coins to his palm. “For your trouble.” I wondered if she’d have paid him if she’d thought Rocco was with Signore Scala for love.

      Rocco pocketed the money then hurried off without even a glance in my direction. We watched him go until he was out of sight.

      “Do you think he’ll find out anything about the books?” I asked.

      “Hard to say,” Oscar said. “So are we ready for the second part of our plan now that we know for certain the abbot is Scala’s brother?”

      “I am,” Miss Wheeler said, setting off toward the driveway. Oscar fell into step alongside her.

      I rushed to catch up. “I’m not going to break the promise I made to Rocco. I won’t tell Scala about him meeting De Angelis. Are we in agreement on that?”

      Miss Wheeler seemed offended that I’d thought she’d not keep her word. “Of course, Professor. Rocco is in a vulnerable position here at the villa, and I won’t be the cause of Scala ending their arrangement, even if we discover Rocco lied and is betraying his lover.”

      My question hadn’t been for her, however. “Oscar?”

      “I plan to keep our promise, too.” It was very nearly, but not quite, the same thing.

      Miss Wheeler asked a maid hanging washing on a line if Signore Scala was at home. The maid fetched the majordomo. When he emerged from the villa, he looked set to order us to leave the premises but hesitated when he recognized Oscar and me. On our last visit, he’d been under the impression we were English art dealers. It wasn’t clear whether Scala had told him the truth, but he did seem uncertain as to why we were using the service entrance. Even so, he invited us to wait in the drawing room while he checked if Scala could receive us.

      A few minutes later, Signore Scala arrived. Without a word of greeting, he blurted out, “You have it? You have the envelope with my wood spell?”

      Oscar cleared his throat and introduced Miss Wheeler.

      Signore Scala gave her a tight smile, politely welcomed her, then repeated his question to Oscar.

      “Not yet,” Oscar said. At Scala’s look of disappointment, he added, “But we believe we soon will. There has been a problem, you see. The boatbuilder is dead.”

      This was clearly news to Signore Scala. For several moments, he simply stared at Oscar, unblinking. “Oh,” he finally said. “That is unfortunate. But it changes nothing. Indeed, it is even more urgent to get the envelope back now. If the spell gets into the wrong hands, it will be a disaster. I need to get it back.”

      What did he mean by the wrong hands?

      “It will hardly ruin you, Signore,” Oscar said. “It will merely allow someone else to improve their wooden things with the aid of a wood magician. Nothing more.”

      Signore Scala twisted the gold ring with the emerald gem on his finger. “The boatbuilder wanted to ruin me. Perhaps he was working with anarchists. He had sympathy for them, I think. He was heard saying the workers in Milan’s factories are paid poorly and are worked too hard.”

      “And are they?” I asked.

      Signore Scala’s nostrils flared as he looked down his nose at me. “They are paid the same as others who work in Milan’s factories, Professor. I do not have to give more.”

      His attitude revolted me. Men like him never seemed to care that their workers lived in terrible conditions, barely able to feed or clothe their families, at risk of descending into poverty if they became ill or injured and couldn’t work.

      “Do you have no sense of responsibility toward them?” I asked. “Do you not want to do what’s fair and right?”

      “What is fair and right is that I give them work. They are welcome to leave if they do not like the pay and conditions.”

      “And go where? Every factory owner is paying the same!”

      He merely shrugged in that dispassionate manner that was starting to annoy me.

      Despite my anger and revulsion, all I said was, “History is not on your side, Signore Scala.”

      He shifted his weight to face me fully and drew himself up to his full height. He was every bit the lord of the manor, yet I wasn’t intimidated. Perhaps that was because I’d seen him naked in bed without his wig. “History will show I am right.”

      The quelling looks Miss Wheeler and Oscar gave me stopped me from biting back. They were right to do so. We’d deviated from our plan, and I was in danger of making him close up.

      Signore Scala turned back to Oscar. “If you are not here to tell me you found my spell, then why are you here, Mr. Barratt?”

      “We’ve discovered the abbot is your brother,” Oscar said.

      The tight muscles in Signore Scala’s face twitched. “So?”

      “Is that why he gave you the books instead of selling them to you? He wanted to help you financially, since you are his brother and your business is struggling?”

      “Struggle? An odd English word for this situation. But I ask again, so? What does my business troubles matter to you? The books are gone, and I will not tell you who has them until you give me my spell.”

      “It doesn’t worry you that the abbot might be accused of corruption if the bishop gets wind of it? He could lose his position.”

      Signore Scala shrugged. “I do not care. I do not like my brother, Mr. Barratt. Make no mistake, he did not give me those books to help me. They are to help the factory. He does not want the family name to suffer, and the family name is linked to the family business. He hates me. I will not tell you why. It is a private matter.”

      Oscar gave no indication he knew what that private matter entailed. He simply thanked Signore Scala.

      Signore Scala opened the door and asked the majordomo, hovering nearby, to see us out. Before we left, he said, “You will continue to look for my spell? You have questioned the boatbuilder’s widow?”

      “We have,” Oscar said. “She knew nothing about it.”

      Signore Scala’s lips flattened and I expected him to tell us not to believe her. But he did not.

      “Speaking of the Colombo family,” Miss Wheeler said. “Did you know their son died recently?”

      Signore Scala shook his head. “That is sad news and I am sorry to hear it, but it is not relevant to my stolen spell.”

      “I thought perhaps your brother the abbot mentioned it to you after you told him the family spell was stolen by Colombo.”

      “I did not mention it to him. As I said, we are not close.”

      “But it’s an important family heirloom and he is family. You also saw one another recently when he gave you the books. I simply thought he may have mentioned the child’s death in passing since it upset him that the family didn’t want the boy to have a Christian burial.”

      Signore Scala showed no sign of knowing or even caring. He simply invited the majordomo to show us to the door.

      The majordomo didn’t seem to have heard. Signore Scala had to repeat himself before the servant stepped forward and indicated the way. He opened the front door for us.

      Oscar, Miss Wheeler and I didn’t leave. We all rounded on the majordomo. The fellow glanced back at the drawing room door, now closed with Signore Scala inside, out of sight.

      It took no prompting whatsoever for the majordomo to talk. He must have wanted to speak up very much. “I am familiar with the family you speak of,” he said. “My aunt is from Pecco and knows the Colombo family. She is going to the funeral of Giovanni Colombo today. They are a good family, they attend church. I do not think my aunt went to the funeral of their son, but he would have had a proper Christian burial. The abbot must be mistaken.”

      “You mean he lied,” Oscar said.

      “A man of God does not lie,” the majordomo said through clenched teeth. “The abbot was mistaken.” He ushered us through the door then shut it.

      We stood on the porch, not moving. I was trying to think about what it could all mean, and whether it actually meant anything at all, when Miss Wheeler set off, lifting her skirts away from her ankles as she descended the steps.

      Oscar joined her and slapped his hat on his head. “We need to speak to the abbot again,” he said. “We need to find out what he and Signore Colombo argued about because it wasn’t the lack of a Christian burial for his son.”

      “Agreed,” Miss Wheeler said as she opened her parasol. “Then I suspect we’ll be returning to Pecco to question the widow once more, but we shall see what the abbot tells us first.” She realized I was lagging behind and shortened her strides until I caught up. “You’ve got an odd look on your face, Professor. Are you all right?”

      “I know the look. He’s thought of something.” Oscar’s tone was approving. Proud, even. “What is it, Gavin?”

      I didn’t answer straight away. I took a moment to consider my theory and all the possibilities and potential implications. Then I pushed my glasses up my nose and moved to stand between them. “We should go to Pecco first, before the abbey. We’ve been lied to.”

      “Yes, by the abbot,” Oscar said.

      “Not just by him. If I’m correct, then the entire village is lying, too.”
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      I believed the majordomo when he said the Colombo family were devout and would have buried their son with a proper Christian ceremony. He had no reason to lie. The abbot made that story up when we confronted him over his argument with Giovanni Colombo. It was the only thing he could think of on the spot that we might believe.

      “We will find out what their argument was really about,” I went on. “But only after we confirm the boy is, in fact, dead.”

      That stopped Miss Wheeler and Oscar in their tracks. Both stared at me, mouths ajar.

      “I don’t think he is.” I held up one finger to present my first piece of evidence. “The majordomo claimed his aunt is going to Signore Colombo’s funeral but did not attend the son’s. Why go to the funeral for one but not the other? Is it because there wasn’t one for the son?”

      Oscar removed his hat and scrubbed a hand through his hair as he considered my theory. “Hence your reasoning that the entire village must be in on the lie. In a village that size, everyone knows everyone. They would be suspicious if there was no funeral, so they had to be included in the lie. Perhaps they’re even helping to hide the boy now.”

      I held up a second finger. “Also, we heard the floorboards creak above us in Signora Colombo’s house.” I put up a third finger. “And finally, Signora Colombo would be in deep grief for her lost child. Her only child. She seemed more angry than sad, however, and that anger was directed at her deceased husband.”

      “Who is most definitely dead,” Oscar added.

      Miss Wheeler nodded along. “The abbot’s lie was rooted in truth—the lack of a funeral.”

      “It’s just a theory,” I reminded them as we set off again. “Which is why I want to go to Pecco to confirm it before we confront the abbot.”

      Miss Wheeler and Oscar set a brisk pace that I couldn’t maintain. Each time they noticed I’d fallen behind, they stopped to wait, but they didn’t always notice immediately. They were so focused on each other that everything else became irrelevant. They were quite at ease as they chatted.

      Snippets of their conversation drifted to me on the breeze. They discussed Italy and England, their thoughts on the politics of magic and how the world had changed in the last few years. Miss Wheeler listened intently to Oscar’s stories about India and Matt, and how their efforts brought magic into the open. While their conversation covered a lot of ground, there was a distinct lack of anything too personal. Oscar touched on his friendship with the Glasses, but did not mention his romantic entanglement with Lady Louisa nor his family squabbles. Miss Wheeler didn’t discuss her background or family at all. I knew Oscar wanted to know more about her, so I was a little surprised he didn’t ask. Perhaps he didn’t want to ruin the comfortable air that had settled around them on the walk.

      I caught up to them when they stopped at the top of the steep shortcut through the trees into Pecco. The ever-present smell of fish struck me on the descent well before we reached the tiny piazza. As with our other visits, the village seemed almost empty except for a few women going about their business, and small children playing on the shore. Most of the boats were out, the men with them, but one had been pulled out of the water. The two men fixing a net stopped what they were doing when they saw us.

      Oscar nodded a greeting. The men did not nod back. The younger one made sure we couldn’t fail to see the knife in his hand. The village was more on edge after the murder. No matter what the Carabinieri’s official report claimed, Pecco knew the truth. Our visit to Signora Colombo on the morning the body was discovered may have led them to suspect we were involved.

      “Perhaps this wasn’t a good idea,” I said, keeping an eye on the younger of the two men.

      The door next to Signora Colombo’s house opened and Maria emerged. She scolded the men, shooing them with one hand and indicating us with the other. Whatever she said made the men return to their work.

      Miss Wheeler greeted her in Italian, thanking her for encouraging the men to leave us alone. That was all I understood. I could only guess that she then went on to ask Maria about the Colombo boy.

      Maria didn’t answer at first, but she didn’t seem shocked by the question. She glanced at the Colombo house, then shook her head, defiant. She went to walk off.

      Miss Wheeler stepped in front of her. She spoke quickly, her tone imploring. When Maria didn’t answer, Miss Wheeler added a few more words. I recognized ‘London’ as she indicated Oscar and me.

      The fishermen once again stopped what they were doing and watched us. The younger one took a few steps in our direction before Maria put a hand up, warding him off.

      She replied to Miss Wheeler who then interpreted for us. “We were both right and wrong. The entire village isn’t party to the lie about the Colombo boy’s death, but Maria is quite sure it is a lie. The Colombos claimed they conducted a private funeral in the evening and buried him in a secret location, but no one believed them. Maria thinks he’s still alive, confined to the house by his parents lest he’s seen. Now it’s just his mother keeping him out of sight, of course.”

      “Does Maria know who they’re hiding the boy from or why?” Oscar asked.

      “No. Signora Colombo hasn’t confided in any of her friends or neighbors. Maria says she’s scared.”

      “For the child?”

      “Yes. Doubly so after the murder of her husband. Maria went to take her some food this morning, but Signora Colombo wouldn’t even open the door.”

      My gaze connected with Oscar’s worried one. “Is Maria certain she’s still alive?”

      Miss Wheeler posed the question to Maria. The elderly woman clutched the cross around her neck and shrugged her response. Miss Wheeler said a few more words, then informed us she’d told Maria we would check on Signora Colombo.

      Maria followed us as we approached her neighbor’s house. She clutched the cross harder as she murmured into it, repeating the same words over and over. At first I thought she spoke a spell into the wood, then I realized it was more likely to be a prayer. There were no wood magicians in Pecco. That’s why Signore Colombo wanted to hire one.

      Yet both Oscar and Miss Wheeler had felt magic in the hull of the boat in the boatshed on the night we’d found the body. Had Signore Colombo managed to hire one and the magician had already started working before Colombo’s murder? Or had he found one already living in Pecco?

      “How did you encourage her to confide in you about the boy?” Oscar asked Miss Wheeler.

      “I promised her we’d help the Colombo family and find Signore Colombo’s killer.”

      “I heard you say London.”

      “She thinks you’re detectives with the London police.”

      “You lied to her?” I asked.

      “She’ll never know, and you are going to solve the murder, along with me, of course.”

      It was no wonder she and Oscar got along. He would have no compunction about the small lie to get the result he wanted. He was also just as confident.

      Unsurprisingly, our knocks weren’t answered. Oscar tried peering through the window, but the curtain was drawn. “I’ll try the back,” he said. “Miss Wheeler, can you ask Maria if I can reach the rear of the houses that way?”

      As Miss Wheeler translated his question into Italian, I told Oscar why I thought it was a terrible idea. “What if Signora Colombo has a gun? She might be pointing it at the door as we speak.”

      “Where would the widow of a humble boatbuilder get a gun?”

      “Anarchists.”

      “You think she’s in league with the men who most likely killed her husband?”

      “Perhaps he was in league with them. Perhaps they had a falling out and killed him, but they never retrieved his gun.”

      “That’s actually a good theory, Gavin. You’re full of them today.” He followed Maria, crooking her finger for us to follow.

      “Oscar!” I snapped. “Don’t do anything foolish.”

      “I won’t.”

      I dogged his steps. “I think this is a bad idea. Miss Wheeler, can you tell him it’s foolish to go inside?”

      “It’s foolish to go inside, Mr. Barratt,” she said, her tone flat and not at all convincing. “Just as foolish as it was for you to go upstairs at the villa on your own last night, Professor.”

      Oscar placed a hand to his chest and sketched a bow to her without breaking stride. “Thank you for taking my side, Miss Wheeler.”

      “I’m taking sides because I don’t believe you’re going in.”

      “Oh? What am I going to do?”

      “Look through the back window. Might I suggest that you’re more likely to see something, or someone, through the first-floor window.”

      Oscar arched his brows at her. “You expect me to scale the wall?”

      “If you don’t think you can manage, I’ll do it, although I’d rather not shock Maria. Can you manage, Mr. Barratt?”

      “I used to climb trees as a boy, not walls. I suppose we’ll soon find out if I’m capable.”

      I threw my hands in the air, exasperated. “Do neither of you understand the consequences?”

      Oscar patted my shoulder. “I understand. Do you, Miss Wheeler?”

      “Thoroughly understood.” She took my arm. “It’s not that high, Professor. If he falls, he won’t be too hurt. As for being caught, I’m more concerned about finding Signora Scala alive at this point. I do think we should be as silent as possible, just in case someone is inside, holding her hostage. On the other hand, if she’s holed up with her son by choice, which I think is more likely, then we still ought to be quiet, just in case she is the murderer. I’ve warned Maria not to make a sound.”

      Oscar lowered his voice. “You’re well ahead of us both, Miss Wheeler.”

      She matched his quiet whisper and said, “There’s a barrow and some crates to stand on. They look new and quite solid.”

      We’d arrived at the back of the houses and boatshed. While the front facades were painted in earthy tones, the backs were left bare. Patches of stucco had fallen off, exposing the stone walls like sores. The tiny courtyards seemed to be used as storage for broken things that didn’t fit inside, with an outhouse tucked into the far corner. Beyond the packed earth courtyards was a communal kitchen garden and orchard. Some of the trees and shrubs were covered in netting to protect the fruit from birds. Compared to the houses and courtyards, the garden was well cared for.

      The barrow Miss Wheeler mentioned had been pushed up against the wall, the crates stacked nearby. She was right about them being solid. Compared to the broken rooftiles and the pot with a crack through it, the barrow was in perfect condition. As quietly as possible, Oscar moved one of the crates onto the barrow, testing its strength as he did so. He removed his hat and handed it to me, but Maria took it before I could. Then he carefully climbed onto the barrow. He blew into his fingers as he studied the task ahead. From the crate, he could reach the windowsill of the first floor window, but it would mean clinging by his fingertips. He blew into them again then flexed them.

      Maria watched on, biting her lower lip as she clutched her cross with one hand and Oscar’s hat in the other. If I could speak Italian, I’d have pointed out that the barrow and crate looked sturdy and should hold him. I opened my mouth to ask Miss Wheeler to tell Maria, but she no longer stood beside me.

      She squatted at the rear door, hairpins in hand. She unlocked the door and entered, but only took one step in. Beside me, Maria’s sharp intake of breath had me glancing in the direction of Oscar. He dangled from the windowsill, his feet scrabbling for purchase on the wall. Somehow he managed to find a notch for the toe of his boot to use to push himself higher.

      I resisted the urge to call out for him to be careful.

      On the ground level, Miss Wheeler took another step into the house. What was she doing? She’d mentioned herself that Signora Colombo could be held hostage, or could be the murderess. We’d agreed to peek in, not enter.

      I followed her as far as the doorway then peered into the gloom. With the curtains closed, it was quite dark and my eyes took a moment to adjust. Once they did, I joined Miss Wheeler further inside and looked around. Everything was as it should be in a sleeping household. There was nothing cooking on the stove, no dishes to be washed. If I hadn’t known it was the middle of the day, I’d have thought it was the middle of the night.

      Aside from the lack of domestic activity, the only thing different in the kitchen from our last visit was the small case on the table and the missing photograph from the shelf. I suspected the latter had been packed away in the former.

      Signora Scala and her son were leaving, most likely that night. They were probably napping now upstairs to ensure they weren’t tired later.

      To my great relief, Miss Wheeler didn’t want to go any further. She signaled that we should return outside.

      Oscar was in the process of lowering himself gently onto the crate. From there, he stepped down to the barrow then the ground. He placed his hands together on one side of his tilted head to indicate the occupants were asleep. He then put up two fingers to represent two peopl.

      Maria released the cross and patted her chest, relieved her neighbor was unharmed.

      We all tiptoed out of the courtyard and returned to the piazza. Maria and Miss Wheeler exchanged a few words, with Maria clasping Miss Wheeler’s hands. Her gaze flicked more than once to Oscar who was flexing his fingers after his climb. He seemed quite unconcerned by the attention.

      The three of us headed out of Pecco, but didn’t speak until we’d left the houses behind. Then Oscar told us he’d seen the widow and a boy aged about thirteen asleep on the bed.

      “I can’t tell you how good it feels to know the lad is alive,” he said. “But it’s no life for him to be shut away like that. Signora Colombo needs to rethink her plan.”

      “The plan is for them to leave Pecco,” Miss Wheeler told him. “Tonight, I suspect. Professor Nash and I saw a case on the kitchen table.”

      “You went inside? Without me?”

      “You were busy with your own very important task, Mr. Barratt. You confirmed that the boy is alive.”

      “I suppose so.”

      “It was very well done, scaling the wall like that.”

      His back straightened at Miss Wheeler’s praise. She smiled ever so slightly in response. I wondered if he realized she was manipulating him. I wondered if he let her.

      The walk up to the abbey didn’t seem quite so arduous as last time, despite the heat and humidity. Also unlike last time, we were not permitted to enter beyond the gate. The monk guarding it wouldn’t let us through, despite Miss Wheeler’s attempts at convincing him. When a monk who spoke English was finally fetched, Oscar had reached the end of his patience.

      He simply walked in. One of the monks grabbed his arm but Oscar shook him off. The other monk shouted, bringing two more into the forecourt, garden rakes in hand. The abbot rushed out, too, and snapped in Italian. Upon seeing us, he switched to English.

      “You disturb our peace, Mr. Barratt. What do you want this time?”

      Oscar readjusted his sleeve, crumpled at the shoulder from the manhandling. “May we talk to you in private, Father Abbot?”

      “What you have to say to me can be said in front of my brethren.”

      “I doubt that. It’s about your family. Your secular one, not this one.”

      The abbot went quite still. Then, with a mere jut of his chin, he indicated we should follow him.

      I looked for Brother Eduardo as we made our way to the abbot’s office, but he wasn’t with the other monks. He must be in his beloved library, too intent on his studies to notice the commotion in the forecourt.

      The abbot closed the office door behind us. “Speak.”

      “We know you and Signore Scala are brothers,” Oscar said.

      The abbot looked unsurprised. He must have guessed that we’d learned the connection from Oscar’s comment in the forecourt. “Si. And?”

      “And you gave some valuable books from the abbey library to your brother without getting anything in return. I doubt your bishop would appreciate that.”

      “Are you threatening me, Mr. Barratt? Why? What do you want?”

      “We want to know why you really argued with Giovanni Colombo. We know it’s not about his son’s funeral.”

      “It was.”

      Oscar merely waited. He waited so long that the abbot felt compelled to fill the silence.

      “If you know Pietro is my brother then you will also know that Colombo stole our family spell from him.”

      “Allegedly,” Miss Wheeler added.

      The abbot ignored her. His gaze didn’t move from Oscar’s face. “Pietro told me this when I gave him the books. So I confronted the boatbuilder and asked for the spell back. He denied he had it. I did not believe him. We argued.”

      “Your brother didn’t tell us he’d told you about the spell,” Oscar went on.

      The abbot shrugged. “So?”

      Oscar changed tack. “You hate your brother, yet you helped him by giving him the books, asking for nothing in return.”

      The abbot tucked his hands up the sleeves of his robe, and for one dreadful moment I worried he had a knife hidden there, until he slipped his hands out, empty. “Pietro is greedy and depraved, but our family is more than just him, or me. Neither of us have children, so the Scala legacy means everything, and the legacy is the business. Pietro needs my help or he will ruin everything.” He pointed at the door. “Now you understand why I helped him, so go.”

      We’d get nothing more from him, if there was indeed more to get. I left the office first, the other two on my heels. Up ahead, I caught sight of Brother Eduardo peeping out of the library. He quickly ducked back inside.

      The abbot did not join us in the corridor, and slammed the office door in our faces.

      “You two go ahead,” I said. “I want to see the library one last time.”
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      I found Brother Eduardo looking out of one of the large windows, perhaps waiting to see us cross the forecourt below. Upon hearing the library door open, he spun around. The sudden movement caused him pain. He sucked air between his teeth and reached for his lower back. Changing his mind at the last moment, he pressed his hand to his side.

      “You’re hurt?” I asked, going to him.

      He lowered his hand. “It is nothing.”

      “So you haven’t just been flagellating yourself with that switch?” I indicated the slim, supple branches tied together with leather in the corner of the library.

      Brother Eduardo didn’t move. Didn’t even blink. He seemed to be caught somewhere between shame and horror. He didn’t utter a sound in denial or protest. His mind must have gone blank.

      “I know why you punish yourself,” I said.

      Brother Eduardo shook his head, but his cheeks betrayed him. They flushed scarlet. He looked down at the floor. I’d hoped I wouldn’t have to spell it out—this was not something men of my acquaintance discussed with one another—but I couldn’t let him suffer.

      I drew in a fortifying breath and pressed on. “You do it because you have thoughts about other men, and your faith tells you those thoughts are wrong, and that you are deficient in moral character for having them.”

      Brother Eduardo didn’t move. He stood utterly still with his head bowed.

      “I want you to know that you’re not depraved or deficient. You simply love differently. What you feel is not a sin. It’s natural for you.”

      “It is a sin.” He said it so softly I barely heard him.

      I took a step closer but maintained a respectable distance between us. “How can the way a man is born be a sin? If your faith tells you that God’s creations are beautiful and He created you this way, does that not mean you are beautiful?”

      Brother Eduardo’s hand started to shake, then he looked up and I saw his chin shuddering, too. A tear slipped from one eye down his flushed cheek. “You understand.”

      “In a way, but not the way you think.”

      His brow creased. “But you have these thoughts, too?”

      “No. But I suspect more men than you realize do have them.”

      “Signore Scala,” he said.

      “And his lover. Perhaps you should find a way to confide in them without the abbot knowing. Perhaps they can help you come to terms with your thoughts.” I indicated the switch darkened with blood. “You must do something other than that. Flogging the flesh from your back is not working, is it? It doesn’t stop the thoughts.”

      Brother Eduardo shook his head. “The abbot will find out if I speak to Signore Scala.”

      I smiled, very aware that it was a rather wicked smile yet unable to curb it. “Then you should blackmail him. Tell him you’ll inform the bishop he gave some valuable abbey books to his own brother to then sell for a small fortune which went into the coffers of the family business.”

      “His brother?”

      “Signore Scala.” At Brother Eduardo’s gasp, I added, “Don’t worry if Scala finds out you confided in the bishop. I still believe he’ll be a friend to you. In fact, I suspect he’d be quite happy to see the abbot in trouble with his superiors.”

      I couldn’t tell whether Brother Eduardo would follow through and inform the bishop. Indeed, I couldn’t tell if he would confide his thoughts to Signore Scala and seek advice and comfort in the knowledge he was not alone. I suspected he’d go on just as he always had, thinking himself an abomination because that’s what had been drummed into him for years. But in that moment, he looked almost euphoric at the prospect of exorcising the demons from his mind. And that made me feel very satisfied indeed.
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      As with the walk out of Pecco, Oscar and Miss Wheeler were quite talkative on the walk back to Monteoro from the abbey. This time, it was mostly about their theories surrounding the murder, and whether it had anything to do with the missing Scala family wood spell. I had my own thoughts about the spell and wood magic, but I kept them to myself. They’d not fully formed and I didn’t want to sound silly for putting them forward.

      I also didn’t want to intrude. While they didn’t exclude or ignore me, they were clearly more interested in each other than in me. They were quite close, Miss Wheeler’s parasol partially covering Oscar, too. Sometimes their arms touched and once, he took her hand to assist her around a large muddy puddle. He held onto her hand for longer than was necessary, and she didn’t attempt to remove it.

      After passing the fork in the road where the faded sign pointed to Pecco, we took the busier route to Monteoro. A group of intrepid English tourists had decided to go for a walk up to the abbey, despite being the hottest part of the day. They stopped us when we reached the edge of the village to ask if it was worth it. Oscar informed them that if they wanted to see a working Medieval abbey then they should continue. Satisfied, they touched the brims of their hats in thanks and did just that.

      Miss Wheeler had become distracted while we talked to the tourists by two young local women. Their maids’ uniforms bore the emblem of our hotel, but I didn’t think that was what caught Miss Wheeler’s attention.

      She fell into conversation with them. Although I couldn’t catch the gist of the discussion, I did understand a few words. Words that had me intrigued, as they must have intrigued Miss Wheeler when she first heard them.

      She thanked the maids who went on their way, but not before fluttering their lashes in Oscar’s direction.

      “What was that about?” he asked Miss Wheeler as she watched them retreat.

      She had an odd look on her face, as if she’d been presented with a complex puzzle she was attempting to solve. “I believe I know why Giovanni Colombo was murdered, and why he and his wife faked their son’s death. And it’s thanks to you, Mr. Barratt, that it all makes sense now.”

      “Me? Well, I’m glad I could help. Which of my theories do you think is correct?”

      “Don’t look too smug. It wasn’t a theory you came up with at all. You inadvertently helped me by telling me about some of the situations Matt and India Glass found themselves in.”

      “Which one?”

      “The one with the firework magician.”

      Fireworks!

      Oscar blinked. “What do fireworks have to do with this?”

      Oh my! It was starting to make sense to me, too. “You overheard those maids use some words the Carabinieri said to Signora Colombo after they found her husband’s body,” I said. “Fires and artifice. It didn’t make sense at the time, but now you know those words together in Italian mean fireworks.”

      Miss Wheeler nodded. “Fuochi d'artificio translates to fireworks. Artificial fires. I can’t believe I didn’t realize it at the time.”

      “None of us did,” Oscar said, watching the two maids head into one of the narrow lanes. “But why do you think fireworks are related to the murder? What exactly did those maids say?”

      “They were discussing the fireworks display that is put on in the village every week, and how it’s sad they won’t happen anymore after the Pecco man died. They could only have been talking about Colombo, so I asked them to explain. Apparently, the fireworks started two years ago and have been going off every week since. It’s become tradition and everyone looks forward to it, tourists and locals alike. But the Pecco man whose hobby it was to set off the fireworks died.”

      “The maids said he was a firework magician?” Oscar asked.

      “Magic wasn’t mentioned. But what if he was? You told me the Glasses met a firework magician who used magic to detonate bombs from a distance, thereby avoiding danger by being too close at the time of the explosion. What if that’s why De Angelis, an anarchist, was sniffing around the boatshed? He was courting Colombo, trying to get him to work for them.”

      “Courting or coercing?” Oscar muttered.

      I followed that thread through to its inevitable conclusion. “He refused and they killed him. And now they want his son, who has inherited his father’s firework magic. Anticipating he was in danger, even before his father died, his parents faked his death. It was the best way to ensure his safety.”

      We continued through the piazza in silence, down one of the steep alleys cutting through the village. I didn’t take in much of our surroundings and found myself jostled by tourists on more than one occasion. I couldn’t help but worry about the terrible predicament Signora Colombo and her son had found themselves in, through no fault of their own. It was no wonder she planned to leave Pecco in secret tonight, under the cover of darkness.

      When the alley opened up to the main street running parallel to the lakeshore, Miss Wheeler checked her watch. “I have time before Mr. Defoe is scheduled to return from his outing. Shall we buy gelatos to cool down?” She tucked the watch back into her waistcoat pocket and nodded at the seller’s cart with the green and cream striped awning.

      “I’ll pay,” Oscar said. “Which flavor would you like?”

      “I’ll pay,” she countered. “Defoe compensates me for expenses, and this is an important expense.”

      “Absolutely not. A lady in my company does not pay for ice cream.”

      “How many times have I told you, I’m not a lady, Mr. Barratt.”

      “You most certainly are.” Oscar appealed to me. “Help me here, Gavin. Convince Miss Wheeler that I’m paying.”

      “A gentleman always pays,” I said to her. “Besides, I want to ask you something in private.”

      Oscar narrowed his gaze and looked as though he was about to interject, but I shot him a frosty glare and he asked Miss Wheeler again what flavor she wanted.

      Once he was out of earshot, I turned to her. She was already waiting for me to speak, her attention on me completely as she leaned on the handle of her closed parasol, the other end pressing firmly between the paving stones.

      “You said you felt magic in the boatshed,” I said. “Wood magic. Are you sure it was in the wood, not some fireworks that may have been in there too?”

      “It was in the hull of a boat. Mr. Barratt said he felt it, too. I see your point, Professor, but there’s no reason there couldn’t have been wood and fireworks magic in that boatshed.”

      “You think there were two magicians? Signore Colombo the fireworks magician, and another wood magician?”

      “I do. The latter being the man he hired to help expand his business, the one who would use Scala’s wood spell.” She watched Oscar giving his order to the gelato seller using his limited Italian and a great deal of pointing. “So where is the newly hired wood magician? And does he or she have anything to do with the murder?”

      “Those are valid questions,” I told her. “But there’s a more fundamental one. Why is a firework magician wanting to expand his boatbuilding business now?”

      She whipped around to face me. “Good lord. Giovanni Colombo couldn’t have been both, could he?”

      “I’ve never heard of someone inheriting two types of magic, but it may be possible.” I shook my head, even as I said it. “Although I doubt it. Not even India inherited both magics of her grandfathers. The confectionery magic of her mother’s side didn’t manifest within her, only the watch magic of her father’s. It’s widely believed that the secondary magic, the confectionery in her case, supports and enhances the dominant magic, but having the capability to wield both…” I shook my head. “There’s no precedent.”

      Miss Wheeler’s gloved finger tapped on the handle of her parasol. “I know you find it odd that a boatbuilder who works with wood every day is, in fact, a magician of another sort, not wood. But I think it’s entirely feasible. There could have been wood magic in the ancestor who started the Pecco business, but it was bred out through the generations. Or it’s simply a case that someone else in the area was a wood magician. Perhaps Pietro Scala’s father or grandfather were friends with Signore Colombo’s family and used the wood spell on the boat hulls. The magic I felt wasn’t strong. It could have been put there many years ago.”

      I contemplated that as I watched Oscar juggle the three cups of gelato on his way back to us.

      Miss Wheeler watched him, too. “Why did you want to discuss that with just me and not Oscar? He felt the magic in the boatshed, too.”

      “Ah. My apologies. That was just to keep you here and distract you from bruising his masculine pride by insisting you pay.”

      “Is his masculine pride capable of being bruised? I rather thought he was immune to the blows.”

      “He’s not as impervious as he makes out. In fact, he’s more sensitive than most men.” Oscar was mere steps away now, so I had to whisper the next part to her. “Let him down gently.”

      The fingers clutching the parasol handle flexed, but she otherwise didn’t acknowledge that she’d heard me. She didn’t even look my way. She accepted the cup and spoon from Oscar, as did I, then relayed our conversation to him as we ate our gelatos.

      Oscar agreed it was odd that a boatbuilder was a firework magician, not wood. He proposed we ask Signora Colombo to clear up the confusion.

      “She’s leaving tonight,” I pointed out. “And she won’t answer knocks on her door in the meantime. She’s lying low.”

      Oscar gathered our empty cups and spoons to return to the seller. “Then I propose you take a nap this afternoon, Gavin. In fact, we all should. We had a disrupted sleep last night and we’re going to have another tonight.” He strode back to the cart, a spring in his step.

      “He rather likes these adventures,” Miss Wheeler said with a small smile.

      “As do you. I, on the other hand, prefer to get a full eight hours of sleep.”

      “You don’t have to come.”

      “Someone needs to chaperone.” I winked to show her I was joking. It was too late to worry about the impropriety of her going out with us at night, and she didn’t seem to care anyway.

      She laughed lightly, proving my point.
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      It was a pleasant evening for dinner on the hotel terrace overlooking the lake. The stars spread across the clear sky like tiny, scattered diamonds on black velvet and the warm air carried the scent of jasmine from the vine that grew up the hotel wall. A quartet played a light, summery tune that was the perfect accompaniment to the delicious food. The wine was as good as our meal, and Oscar’s company was as enjoyable as always. He lifted his glass in salute to Mr. Defoe and Miss Wheeler, seated a few tables away. Miss Wheeler smiled while her employer saluted back.

      “Obnoxious turd,” Oscar muttered through his smile. “Persistent, too, I imagine. Expect him to make you another offer for the book’s whereabouts, Gavin. I get the feeling he hasn’t given up yet. He’s far too smug for a man who lost.”

      I contemplated the whole trout on the plate in front of me. The fish’s glassy black eye seemed to be staring accusingly, reminding me why I never ordered whole fish. It served me right for presuming I understood the menu and not asking the waiter. “Defoe may have lost the book, but he hasn’t lost in life, has he? He’s wealthy and powerful, which brings a measure of respect to a man.”

      “I don’t respect him.”

      “Nor do I, but we don’t admire wealth and power. Anyway, he also has a loving wife at home and a capable assistant in Miss Wheeler. The loss of the book with the tattoo spell won’t change any of that.”

      Oscar twirled the long strings of pasta around his fork. “We don’t know that his wife loves him. Would you love that man?”

      I shot him a glare, but he didn’t notice, too intent was he on his pasta. “I don’t think I’m the best person to ask.”

      He looked up. “Right.”

      “Any more than you are, Oscar.”

      “Understood. My apologies.”

      I wasn’t sure if he understood that I had no interest in men in that way, or whether he was just agreeing with me to keep the peace. It no longer mattered whether he did or not. It mattered more that our friendship remained solid.

      With that revelation came another, equally powerful. I put down my knife and fork, dabbed at my mouth with the napkin, and leaned forward. “I want to apologize, Oscar.”

      “What for?” he asked, picking up his glass.

      “For being moody with you for the last year. I want you to know I’m quite recovered now, and I promise to be a better traveling companion in future.”

      “Er, all right.” He went to take a sip of wine only to lower the glass without doing so. “To be honest, I didn’t know you were in a low mood because of me, presumably for what I said to you about…your affections for…well you know.” He cleared his throat. “I thought you were just…working some things out.”

      A denial sprang to my lips, but I didn’t speak it. The ground had been covered, and anything further would just cause awkwardness again, and I was determined to move on. “I want to buy some souvenirs before we leave. Do you think we should get something for Matt and India?”

      We chatted through dinner and dessert, about matters at home and in Monteoro. When it came time to decide whether we wanted port or brandy, the waiter delivered two glasses to our table.

      “A cognac digestivo compliments of Mr. Defoe,” he said.

      “How nice,” I said, at the same time Oscar growled, “That turd.”

      We both looked to the table where Mr. Defoe and Miss Wheeler still sat, already sipping from small digestivo glasses. It didn’t surprise me that she drank a man’s drink. Willie did. Then again, Willie drank moonshine. She’d found a man in London who made it using the same method her grandmother used. Willie once invited her friends, including me, to have a glass with her. It was so harsh I worried the liquid had corroded my insides on its way down.

      I sipped the cognac but Oscar did not. He crossed his arms. “If he thinks this is going to make either of us give up the location of the book, he’s sorely mistaken.”

      “It’s excellent cognac. If you don’t want yours, I’ll have it.”

      He eyed the glass as if it were the root of his frustrations, then picked it up. “I suppose it’s petty not to accept it. It’s not the cognac’s fault that Defoe is a greedy, obnoxious swine.”

      “That’s the spirit.” I saluted Mr. Defoe with my glass in thanks and took another sip. It really was a very fine cognac. “Do you think he truly believes Miss Wheeler followed us around today without our knowledge?”

      Oscar drummed his fingers on the table beside the glass. “I’m not sure. I think she can be very convincing if she wants to be. The problem is, who is she convincing? Defoe or us?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Let me put it another way. Who is she lying to? She told us she lied to Defoe, and he believes she’s spying on us without our knowledge. But is that a lie? Does Defoe know precisely what she’s doing?”

      “You’re not making any sense, Oscar.”

      “Perhaps he directed her to befriend us,” he went on. “Perhaps their plan is to disarm us into trusting her.”

      “Oscar,” I chided. “She is our friend. She wouldn’t betray us.”

      “You’re forgetting that she told Defoe the book was here in the Abbazia di San Vittore al Lago after stealing the Laws of Witchcraft book from your room in Edinburgh.”

      “She wasn’t our friend then. Not as much as she is now, anyway. Why are you being like this, Oscar? I thought you admired and liked her.”

      He picked up the glass of cognac and considered it with a grim set to his mouth. “I do. That’s the problem. I need to be more cautious. I need to think with my head and not my heart. Not following my journalistic instincts has caused problems in the past.”

      “My instincts may not be journalistic, but they are telling me we can trust Miss Wheeler completely.” I drained my glass while he merely sipped thoughtfully. “Finish your cognac, Oscar, and we’ll prepare for our nocturnal visit to Pecco. Miss Wheeler and Defoe are leaving.”
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      Two hours later, Oscar, Miss Wheeler and I stood silently in a dark corner of Pecco’s piazza, watching the Colombos’ house. There wasn’t a soul about, nor a breath of wind, and the only sounds came from insects, their myriad chirps providing a musical accompaniment to my rapid heartbeat. We’d brought only one lantern with us but didn’t use it on the walk to Pecco. The moon provided just enough light to guide us on the now-familiar route. The lantern sat at our feet, unlit.

      We’d been waiting nearly an hour when finally there was movement at the house. The door opened a crack, then widened, and a face peered out. Seeing no one about, two figures emerged, one dressed as a woman. The other was a youth, his age evident in the loping strides of his lanky legs. The woman, Signora Colombo, carried a small suitcase and the lad carried a sack.

      We waited for them to cross the piazza and take the road out of Pecco, then followed. Despite staying well back, Signora Colombo heard us. She didn’t turn around, but it was evident in her stiffening spine and the way she clutched her son’s hand. They quickened their pace. I couldn’t keep up, but Oscar and Miss Wheeler had no such problem.

      They stopped Signora Colombo and her son at the intersection with the road to Monteoro. They didn’t try to run off, as we’d feared. Miss Wheeler must have been convincing.

      She was still speaking when I arrived, clutching my side and breathing heavily. Signora Colombo paid me no mind as she responded to Miss Wheeler’s question. Miss Wheeler, however, was looking at the boy. So was Oscar.

      I studied him properly for the first time and saw what they saw. He was taller than his mother, almost reaching the same height as Miss Wheeler. Aged only thirteen, he had a lot more growth still to go. But it wasn’t his height that struck me. It was his eyes. They were prominent, bulging, just like the abbot’s. In fact, the boy looked eerily similar to the young abbot in the photograph at Villa Corzoni.

      The boy turned those eyes onto me when I gasped.

      “You’ve noticed?” Oscar asked me.

      “How can I not? They’re related, surely. Father and son?”

      “I think that’s what Miss Wheeler is trying to find out. She has assured Signora Colombo that we only want to find her husband’s murderer. If they still want to leave, we won’t stop them.”

      Miss Wheeler put her finger up to shush us as she listened to Signora Colombo. Then she interpreted. “The boy isn’t the son of either the abbot or his brother, Pietro Scala. He’s their nephew.”

      “Nephew?” Oscar and I both repeated.

      “His father, the deceased boatbuilder, was a third brother. It seems the late Signore Scala, their father and the boy’s grandfather, was a philanderer. Giovanni Colombo was born out of wedlock to a local woman who caught the wandering eye of the late Signore Scala. Certain traits have been inherited by each of the brothers, their height, and the eyes were a feature of the late Signore Scala, the abbot and now Emiliano here, but not his father Giovanni or uncle Pietro. Other traits were inherited, too. Wood magic.”

      “Giovanni Colombo was a wood magician,” I murmured, realization dawning. That explained the magic in the hull that Oscar and Miss Wheeler had felt, as well as the sturdy wooden crate and barrow Oscar had stepped on earlier to peer through the window.

      Miss Wheeler nodded. “Giovanni wanted to expand his business but didn’t have the capital. So he approached his wealthy father a few months ago.”

      “I’d wager that was a surprise for the old man,” Oscar muttered.

      “Apparently so. He was unaware he had a third son, although Giovanni had known all his life. The interesting thing is, the late Signore Scala embraced him as a son. He was deeply dissatisfied with his two legitimate ones. Pietro is unlikely to ever marry and have children, and didn’t inherit his father’s magic. The abbot is also artless, and is unlikely to marry and have children. Yet here was another son, Giovanni, who was a wood magician and had a strapping son himself. The old man was overjoyed, according to Signora Colombo. He planned to adopt Giovanni and not just give him some money to help him build a new factory in Milan, but also ensure he received an inheritance upon the old man’s death.”

      “Let me guess,” Oscar said. “Scala Senior died before he could do any of that.”

      “Precisely. But he’d written Giovanni a letter mere days before his death. The letter acknowledged Giovanni as his son and detailed his intentions to adopt him and assist him financially.” She stopped to speak to Signora Colombo in Italian.

      “Si.” Signora Colombo removed an envelope from her skirt pocket and spoke to Miss Wheeler as she handed it to her.

      “She has kept this on her person ever since her husband’s death,” Miss Wheeler explained. “It’s the only way she can prove her son is entitled to something from the Scala estate.” She brandished it between two gloved fingers. “It’s an envelope, Gentlemen.”

      “Is the wood spell in there?” Oscar asked.

      “No,” I said. I didn’t need to see the contents of the envelope to know it didn’t contain a wood spell. Pietro Scala had lied to us about that. He wasn’t after a stolen spell. He was after that letter. “Giovanni Colombo already knew a wood spell. He’s been using it for a while, perhaps since magic was legitimized in this country not all that long ago. It’s probably then that he realized the Scala family have been using wood spells for centuries to make their staircases and, knowing he was the son of a wood magician and had an affinity for the material, he realized he was one, too. Since the late Signore Scala didn’t acknowledge Giovanni until quite recently, I suspect Giovanni got the wood strengthening spell from somewhere else beforehand. Wood magic is relatively common, and he may have met a tourist or traveler who knew it.”

      Miss Wheeler opened the envelope and removed the letter. “There’s no spell here. I think you’re right, Professor. This is what Pietro Scala wanted you to retrieve—evidence that his half-brother had a claim on the family business and fortune.”

      Oscar squeezed the bridge of his nose. “Blast. How do we get the location of the tattoo spell book now? Scala won’t give it to us without that letter, and I’m not stealing it from the Colombos.”

      Miss Wheeler tucked the letter back into the envelope and returned it to Signora Colombo. “It is very good of you to put their needs above your own, Mr. Barratt. Not all men would. But you’re forgetting that you have leverage now. You’re in possession of something just as important as that letter. You know what it contains.”

      “Blackmail?” I blurted out.

      “I’m sure Signore Scala will hand over the name of the antique bookseller if you promise not to tell everyone about his illegitimate half-brother and nephew.”

      “All right,” Oscar said slowly. “We’ll blackmail him. But there’s something I don’t understand. Quite a few things, as it happens. We’ve established that Giovanni Colombo was a wood magician, not a firework magician. So why did he associate with De Angelis? Did De Angelis kill him?”

      At the mention of the name, Signora Colombo grabbed her son’s hand and pulled him close. She spoke rapidly to Miss Wheeler, who put her hand up to silence us while she listened.

      “She’s afraid of De Angelis,” Miss Wheeler interpreted. “She believes he and his friends killed her husband when he refused to use magic to help them detonate their bombs.”

      “So Giovanni was a firework magician as well as a wood magician?” I asked. “That’s quite extraordinary.”

      Miss Wheeler posed the question to Signora Colombo.

      The widow pressed her lips together then tried to move past us. We stepped aside to let her go, although Miss Wheeler continued to speak to her, hopefully telling her that we could help them.

      Emiliano stopped, forcing his mother to stop, too. She seemed to be urging him to continue, but he responded with a shake of his head. He addressed Miss Wheeler.

      She gasped then covered her mouth with her fingers.

      “What is it?” Oscar asked.

      “He is the firework magician. Emiliano. Not his father. He inherited it through his maternal grandmother.” Miss Wheeler indicated Signora Colombo. “She isn’t a magician herself, but her mother was, and now Emiliano. He has only known for two years. Ever since finding out, he has set off the fireworks for the enjoyment of the tourists, but thinking Emiliano too young, his father took the responsibility for it, although he never told anyone that magic was involved. Neither knew that the magic could also detonate a bomb from a distance. Not until De Angelis approached Giovanni. The Monteoro fireworks display is well known in the area, and De Angelis had heard that fireworks magicians could detonate bombs from a distance with a spell. He put two and two together and wanted Giovanni to use magic on one of the anarchists’ homemade devices. Giovanni refused. He couldn’t have done it, anyway, but he didn’t want his son entangled with the anarchists, so he kept the boy’s name out of it. He tried to convince De Angelis he was of no use to him but wasn’t believed. De Angelis became threatening, trying to coerce Giovanni into doing his bidding. Signora Colombo wanted to leave Pecco, to disappear, but her husband refused. He wanted to claim his birthright from the Scala estate. He had the letter from his father, and he planned to engage a lawyer in Milan to help him fight for his portion of the inheritance. Disappearing would cost him everything. She became angry with Giovanni.”

      When Miss Wheeler paused for breath, I filled in a piece of the puzzle for her. “That’s when Signora Colombo decided they needed to take a drastic step to protect Emiliano. They faked his death.”

      Miss Wheeler nodded. “Emiliano has been hiding in the house ever since.”

      “And the murder?” Oscar asked. “If De Angelis believed Giovanni was the firework magician, why did he kill him? De Angelis needed him.”

      Miss Wheeler posed the question to Signora Colombo. “She says De Angelis grew angry with her husband for his continual refusal and must have lost his temper.”

      At the mention of the village, Signora Colombo spat on the ground. Then she gestured for her son to continue walking.

      Oscar dogged their steps. “Miss Wheeler, please tell her we’ll help her if she stays.”

      “How can we help her?” I asked.

      “By accompanying her to visit Pietro Scala. That letter is the key to her son’s future. He has a right to his inheritance. The Scala business may be in trouble, but I’m sure that boy’s inheritance is more money than he’ll ever make as a fatherless, poorly educated boy from a provincial village. We can help persuade Scala to give Emiliano something.”

      Miss Wheeler explained his reasoning to the widow. I was surprised that Signora Colombo didn’t continue walking. She seemed to consider the proposal. With a glance at her son, she nodded then exchanged a few words with Miss Wheeler.

      “I’ve told her she and her son can stay in my room at the hotel,” Miss Wheeler said. “Just until De Angelis and his friends leave the area for good. I also told her it’s probably best if her son never uses his firework magic again. If he’s noticed, it will attract the wrong sort.”

      “That won’t be easy,” Oscar muttered. “A magician can’t help but be drawn to his or her craft.”

      “Indeed,” Miss Wheeler said grimly.

      The women chatted quietly as we walked to Monteoro. After a while, Miss Wheeler interpreted for us. “She seems relieved to have us on her side. I think she has felt quite alone in Pecco ever since moving there upon her marriage. She wasn’t born in Pecco or Monteoro and the villagers have always treated her like an outsider.”

      “Being married to a man of illegitimate birth probably didn’t help,” Oscar added.

      While we’d been talking, clouds had closed in, blocking the moonlight. Oscar lit the lantern to help guide us. Despite the extra light, or perhaps because of it, my nerves stretched even more. The light exposed us while deepening the shadows outside the glow. The dark silhouettes of the trees took on a giant anthropomorphic quality, their branches seeming to reach out to us like claws. I kept close to my friends and listened for sounds beyond our footsteps.

      We all heard the low rumble of men’s voices at the same time and stopped as one. Signora Colombo clung to her son and must have hugged him too tightly. He gasped. Or perhaps it came from her.

      The voices also stopped. Then came the sound of footsteps running down one of the narrow Monteoro alleys. Retreating, thank God. It must have been some young men up to no good, as young men seem to do everywhere.

      Miss Wheeler insisted she knew a back entrance to the hotel and took Signora Colombo and Emiliano that way. They’d take the stairs up to her room where they could rest for the night. She suggested asking Defoe to pay for them to stay there longer, even though she and Defoe had to leave Monteoro. Miss Wheeler seemed convinced he’d do it since he had so much money and cared little how it was spent. Oscar and I promised her we’d go with the Colombos to call on Pietro Scala in the morning.

      The plan felt hastily thrown together, and I spent the next little while in bed thinking of all the things that could go wrong. Our first act should be to hire an interpreter since Miss Wheeler was departing. It was no use trying to help Signora Colombo if we couldn’t understand her.

      I must have fallen asleep because I awoke to shouting in the corridor and banging on my door. I’d hardly got a chance to register that it was Oscar shouting when my door was flung open. A hapless hotel employee holding a key stepped aside as two Carabinieri pushed past him.

      I froze. My voice failed me. All I could do was stare at the policemen shouting at me in Italian, and wonder if they’d let me change out of my night clothes into something more suitable. Suitable for what?

      “What is the meaning of this?” came Oscar’s snarl. I couldn’t see him. He was still in the corridor. “We’re British citizens! English. Inglesi.”

      “You are arrested,” said one of the Carabinieri. I recognized him as the fellow we’d spoken to in the piazza.

      “On what charge?” Oscar shouted.

      The officer handed me my clothes, shaking them at me when I didn’t move. My body reacted and went through the motions. I changed out of my pajamas and into the trousers and shirt. I didn’t bother with the jacket or tie but managed to put my shoes on before the officer marched me out of the room.

      Oscar looked relieved upon seeing me, even though he was pinned to the wall by a very large Carabinieri officer. “Are you all right, Gavin?”

      “Your lip! It’s bleeding.”

      “I got in a facer or two of my own.”

      The officer in charge gave an order and his men forced us along the corridor. Doors had opened and guests peered out to see what all the commotion was about. Some quickly disappeared back inside. More than one woman gasped at the sight of Oscar dressed only in his trousers, with no shirt under his suspenders. The gawps prompted the officer carrying Oscar’s shirt to place it around his shoulders. Oscar couldn’t put it on properly with his hands cuffed behind him.

      It seemed they didn’t need the same precautions with me. I went willingly, almost numbly. My head felt light, as if all the thoughts had vanished, leaving an empty space. Indeed, not all thoughts. One remained. The notion that this couldn’t be happening. We were being arrested in a foreign country where we didn’t speak the language.

      Downstairs in the foyer, Oscar again asked why we were under arrest. Finally the officer in charge, the one who spoke English, replied.

      “Criminal association.”

      “What criminals?” Oscar snapped. “Who have we associated with?”

      “Anarchists.”

      “We don’t know any anarchists.”

      “A reliable witness heard you sympathize with them and their cause.”

      That rendered Oscar speechless. Like me, he must have guessed the reliable witness was Pietro Scala, the wealthiest man in the district. A man who would have enormous sway with the local Carabinieri. A man I’d clashed with over his treatment of his factory employees and to whom I’d expressed opinions that aligned with the anarchy movement.

      “That’s not a crime!” Oscar cried.

      “It is here now,” the officer in charge said.

      My knees buckled. I would have fallen if the officer hadn’t held me up. “I’m sorry,” I whispered to Oscar.

      He didn’t hear me. His body had gone rigid as another two Carabinieri accompanied Miss Wheeler down the stairs. “Release her this instant!”

      “Be calm, Mr. Barratt,” she said, although she didn’t sound calm herself. A thread of steel ran through her tone. She was not upset or anxious. She was furious.

      “I’m so sorry,” I said again. “This is all my fault.”
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      “It is not your fault,” Miss Wheeler said as we were marched from the hotel to the Carabinieri station. “This is entirely on Scala’s head.”

      Dawn cast the first rays of sunlight over the lake, just as the village awoke. Staff from the hotels and restaurants prepared outdoor tables for breakfast, and delivery carts brought in supplies from the countryside. A handful of early rising tourists were already promenading, taking in the serene lake dotted with fishing boats. It was too early for the large passenger ferries. The scene was one of idle tranquility.

      Or it would have been if not for my churning gut and racing pulse.

      The Carabinieri placed us in a barred cell all together, even Miss Wheeler. Its entire contents consisted of a single bucket, empty, thank God. I hoped I wouldn’t need to use it in front of Miss Wheeler. There was only one other cell, already occupied by a drunkard snoring loudly. At least the cuffs had been removed from Oscar’s wrists.

      He had put his shirt on and rolled the sleeves to his elbows. He clutched the cell’s bars and tried rattling them, but they didn’t budge. He dragged his hand through his hair then turned to face us. “Anyone got any ideas?”

      Seeing Oscar finally relax a little, Miss Wheeler sat on the floor beside me. “Mr. Defoe will be informed, and he’ll pay a fee to the Carabinieri to set us free. The local police around here are quite corrupt, so I’ve been told.”

      “The commotion didn’t wake him?” Oscar asked.

      “It seems not, but it did warn me. Thank you, Mr. Barratt.”

      He inclined his head in a nod. That’s why he’d been so loud. To warn Miss Wheeler, located on the floor below us. “Where are your two guests?” he asked.

      “They hid under the bed. I don’t think the Carabinieri are interested in them anyway. They didn’t conduct a search.”

      Oscar tipped his head back and crossed his arms over his chest. He glared up at the ceiling.

      “I don’t understand,” I said. “As far as Signore Scala knows, we’re still trying to retrieve his stolen spell. Why have us arrested?”

      Neither Oscar nor Miss Wheeler seemed to have heard me. He continued to stare up at the ceiling, and her gaze was focused on his muscular forearms. Their inattention was somewhat irritating. I cleared my throat then repeated my question.

      “Perhaps he truly does think we’re anarchists,” Miss Wheeler finally said. “Perhaps he thinks we’ll lead the Carabinieri to others in the local cell.”

      We both looked to the iron bars and the corridor beyond. No one came to interrogate us.

      “We need a plan for when we’re released,” she went on. “Mr. Defoe will be here soon. I’ll convince him I’m not ready to leave Monteoro today. He can go without me, but I need to be here to see this through.”

      “If you have the chance to leave, you should,” I urged her. “It’s not safe for you here. For any of us.” I looked to Oscar, his back to the bars, still glaring at the ceiling as if something up there was to blame for our predicament. “Oscar? Do you agree?”

      His lips flattened, causing the cut to bleed again. He hissed as it stung and gingerly tested it with his fingertip.

      Miss Wheeler went to him. “Allow me.” She produced a handkerchief from her bodice and gently pressed it to his lip. The symbolic nature of where the square of white cotton had been wedged to where it now touched wasn’t lost on me. It wasn’t lost on either of them either, going by their heated gazes. Something seemed to flare between them. It wasn’t tangible. It was a mere change in the air, a shift in energy. I may never have experienced intense desire, but I recognized it in others clearly enough.

      As if she were pulled by an invisible string, Miss Wheeler moved closer to him, crushing her skirts between them. Oscar swallowed heavily. Whatever he saw in her gaze seemed to have mesmerized him, trapping him as thoroughly as her body did, and he didn’t mind in the least.

      He unfolded his arms and gently caressed her jaw with his thumb. His other hand settled on her narrow waist, fingers flexing as if he couldn’t believe he was allowed to touch her there. It occurred to me that his lip was going to sting more when they kissed.

      It was then that I realized the moment they were sharing was for them alone. I wasn’t in the bubble they’d placed around themselves. I looked down at my hands clasped between my knees and pretended I hadn’t been watching.

      The sound of steady footsteps on the flagstones in the corridor had Miss Wheeler stepping back. She was once again seated beside me by the time the officer’s keys jangled.

      Although she appeared quite composed, Miss Wheeler’s breath sounded a little ragged and shallow. Oscar looked equally composed, except for the smoldering of his eyes as he looked everywhere but at Miss Wheeler.

      The door opened and the officer signaled for her to leave with him. “Just her,” he said when I got up, too.

      “Why?” she asked.

      “Mr. Defoe vouched for you. Not them.”

      The muscles in Oscar’s face tensed. Then he scoffed.

      “No!” Miss Wheeler said through a clenched jaw. “All three of us or I won’t leave. Tell Defoe.” She crossed her arms.

      The Carabinieri officer looked bored. “Just you, signorina. Come. Now.”

      “Go,” Oscar said.

      “Yes, do,” I urged her. “Ask Defoe to help us. If he won’t, please get in touch with someone who can. I have the address for the British consulate in Milan in my valise. No, not them. Contact Matt in England. Matthew Glass, Lord Rycroft.”

      She clasped my hands and nodded. “I will get you out of here.” She looked to Oscar. He regarded her from beneath hooded eyes. “I will.”

      Miss Wheeler left with the officer. The tumbling of the grille lock echoed around the cell, as did their footsteps on the stones. If Mr. Defoe was waiting for her in the outer office, we couldn’t tell. No voices reached us through the thick wall separating the cells from the office. It must have been built to withstand a Medieval battle.

      Oscar and I sat together on the floor and waited. My heart sank a little more with each passing minute as time stretched on and on. When an officer brought us bowls of food, my heart finally sank to the pit of my stomach.

      Miss Wheeler wasn’t returning.

      “I’m sure Defoe tried to get us released,” I said. “But since I was the one who expressed sympathy for the anarchists, not Miss Wheeler, the Carabinieri wouldn’t budge.”

      “Perhaps he didn’t try.”

      “Oscar, we may be rivals in the matter of the book, but he’s not going to leave friends of his assistant imprisoned if he can help it.”

      “Perhaps she didn’t ask him to try to free us.”

      I shot to my feet. “Do not entertain that thought. She would have asked him in the most vehement way. We can’t blame her for any of this.” I picked up the bowls and handed one to him. “I don’t know what this is, but we should eat. We don’t know how long we’ll be here.”

      “Porridge?” Oscar inspected the thin, gray contents. “Gruel.”

      I scooped up a spoonful and watched it run off back into the bowl. “You would think a country known for its delicious food would serve something heartier than this in their holding cells.”

      “You expected pasta and wine in an Italian prison?”

      “We’re not in prison. We’re in a Carabinieri holding cell. We’ll only go to prison if we’re convicted.” My knees suddenly felt weak again and I sat on the floor again. “Oh God. What if we’re convicted?”

      Oscar set down the bowl and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. He lowered his head and shook it. He was a picture of misery, and I didn’t think the food or our cell had as much to do with it as his thoughts about Miss Wheeler.

      “She didn’t betray us, Oscar.”

      “Didn’t she?”

      “Do you truly believe that?”

      His fierce glare held mine for a heartbeat then he blinked, extinguishing the fire. “No. She is our friend. I know she is. But Defoe is a different beast. It’s unlikely she can convince him to get us out of here. After he learns what happened, he’ll do what we planned to do—blackmail Scala. Once Defoe gets the antique bookseller’s name, they’ll leave Monteoro. Miss Wheeler won’t have a choice if she wishes to continue working for him.” He lowered his head again and dragged a hand through his hair. “We’ll never see her again.”

      I was gratified to hear the loss of Miss Wheeler’s company, and not the loss of the book, was utmost on his mind. I was doubly glad he didn’t think she’d betrayed us. “I’m sure she’ll send Matt a telegram from Milan. Defoe will allow her to do that.”

      He sat up a little straighter. “Or we can get ourselves out.” The gleam in his eye worried me.

      “How?”

      “All I need is some ink. They can’t deny a fellow writing implements, surely.”

      I tugged on his sleeve as he rose. “Oscar, no. If we escape, we’ll be fugitives. We don’t speak Italian and we have no friends here. The Carabinieri will find us easily, and then it will be worse for us. We must wait for Matt to get us out. He has business contacts everywhere, and will likely know the British consul in Milan. Even if he doesn’t, his name alone will ensure we’re given priority.”

      “That could take days, or weeks.” Oscar strode to the grille and gripped the iron bars. “My way is faster. I’ll use magic to splash ink in their eyes—” He cut himself off and cocked his head to the side, listening.

      I heard the footsteps approaching, too, then keys jangling. “You are free,” said the officer in charge as he unlocked the grille.

      “Really?” I asked. “Why?”

      Oscar gave me a little shove toward the exit. “Save your questions for when we can see the sky.”

      All my questions were answered upon seeing Miss Wheeler and Signore Scala in the office. I nodded at him, then broke into a grin and took her hands in mine. “Thank you, Miss Wheeler. I could embrace you now.”

      To my surprise, she embraced me. “Are you all right, Professor? Did they treat you well?”

      “Well enough, except for the food. How long have we been locked up? Two hours? Three?”

      “Forty minutes.” She smiled at my surprise. “Are you all right, Mr. Barratt? You look like you’ve had a shock.”

      “You didn’t leave,” he said flatly.

      “Of course I didn’t.”

      Oscar put out a hand to Signore Scala. “I presume this is thanks to you?” It wasn’t clear if he was referring to our arrest or our release. I suspected Signore Scala was responsible for both.

      He shook Oscar’s hand. “We will discuss this elsewhere.” He regarded the thick whitewashed walls, the small windows, and tugged on his collar as if it were choking him. He led the way outside.

      I blinked up at the cerulean sky and drew in a deep breath. Freedom looked and smelled wonderful, albeit with a whiff of the fresh deposit the horse tied to the bollard had dropped.

      “Is that De Angelis?” Oscar nodded in the direction of two handcuffed men being marched across the piazza toward the station by the Carabinieri.

      “And his friend,” Miss Wheeler added. “They’ve been arrested for Giovanni Colombo’s murder, as well as intimidation and causing a public disturbance and other sundry charges related to being anarchists.”

      “What are they saying?” I asked. “Or should I say, what are they shouting at the Carabinieri?”

      “That they’re not guilty of murder,” Miss Wheeler said, translating. “They’re denying it was them. They’re saying they saw us leave the boatshed that night.”

      Panic squeezed my chest. If it came down to their word against ours, who would the Carabinieri believe?

      Miss Wheeler patted my arm. “It’ll be all right, Professor. Signore Scala has convinced the Carabinieri you are innocent and informed them that De Angelis was intimidating the Colombo family, and most likely murdered Giovanni.”

      I pushed my glasses up my nose. “I see. That’s good of you, Signore, although it was thanks to you we were arrested in the first place, was it not?”

      Signore Scala pressed a hand to his heart. “I apologize. It was not a good thing for me to do. I panicked. When Miss Wheeler and Signora Colombo came to me this morning and explained the situation, I agreed to retract my statement so you could be freed.”

      Miss Wheeler rolled her eyes at that, although he didn’t notice. Clearly he was reluctant to admit to being blackmailed by two women. I was keen to hear the real story, but first we had to get rid of Signore Scala.

      Not until I had a few more answers, however. “You said you panicked? Why?”

      He blinked at my brusque tone. He must not have expected it from me. Out of the two of us, Oscar was the fearlessly direct one. I was usually deferential. But I’d had enough of Scala’s lies and games. Forty minutes in a police holding cell had pushed me to set aside my manners.

      Signore Scala clasped his hands behind him and his spine stiffened. He looked like he owned the very ground we walked on. “My brother the abbot told me the boatbuilder was our half-brother after he learned it from Colombo himself. Colombo had gone to him at the abbey to show him the letter from our father, and to ask for guidance, and whether I would be agreeable to meeting him. He thought it would be easier to discuss the matter with my brother, a man of God, than with me.” Signore Scala scoffed. “Naturally, my brother and I wanted the letter in our possession. Our father was not in his right in his mind near the end, and he could not think for himself. He was like a child. He should not have written that letter. We think the boatbuilder forced him.”

      “It’s clear the boy is a relative,” I said. “One look at him will tell you he has Scala blood.”

      “That is irrelevant. It means nothing.”

      I opened my mouth to argue, but Oscar gave me a quelling glare.

      Signore Scala continued. “My father made promises in the letter that he should not have made. That is why I asked you and Mr. Barratt to get it, Professor. Then the boatbuilder died in tragic circumstances, and I started to worry that I might be blamed. When you called on me yesterday, I realized you were trying to find answers to the death, and I knew the family connection would be discovered soon. That is why I panicked. So that is why I had the Carabinieri arrest you.”

      “We visited you yesterday morning, so why wait until this morning to have us arrested?” I asked.

      Signore Scala shrugged. “I did not want to act straight away. I wanted to think. I still wanted you to get that letter, and I thought Mr. Barratt still willing to get it for me in exchange for the name of the bookseller. Then overnight, I decided the best course would be for you to leave Monteoro altogether as soon as possible. The arrest was merely to scare you into leaving today. You would never have been charged.” He gave a little bow, accompanied by a click of his heels. “Again, I am deeply sorry for the upset. As I said, I panicked.” He indicated a restaurant across the piazza. “I know the owner. Please, have breakfast on me.”

      “But—”

      “Gavin,” Oscar said sharply. “We’ll take Signore Scala up on his offer.”

      I narrowed my eyes at them both as they walked side-by-side to the café.

      Miss Wheeler hooked her arm through mine. “We need to be careful, Professor. Scala has a great deal of power here, and the danger of re-arrest is not over.”

      She was right. Oscar, too. As much as I wanted answers, I wanted to remain free even more.

      Thankfully, Signore Scala did not join us for breakfast. After we were settled, he untied the horse’s reins from the bollard and set off. The restauranteur positioned us at a table near the window, far enough from other tables that if we kept our voices low, we could talk without being heard.

      Miss Wheeler explained that she had retrieved Signora Colombo from her hotel room after being freed, and they had gone together to speak to Scala. Signora Colombo had been brave in telling him she had the letter hidden, and she would reveal it to the world if we were not released and De Angelis remained free. Scala had given in to the demand, then returned immediately with Miss Wheeler to the station while Signora Colombo returned to the hotel where she’d left her son. With De Angelis and his crony arrested, likely to face charges for the bombing in Milan, Signora Colombo and Emiliano didn’t have to hide anymore.

      “She’s considering her future,” Miss Wheeler said, picking up her coffee cup. “She may still leave Pecco. She’s not fond of the place or the people.”

      It was a gratifying outcome for them, although Emiliano couldn’t claim his birthright without taking that letter to a lawyer. Perhaps he and his mother might decide it was worth pursuing one day. Either way, Signore Scala hadn’t won. He didn’t possess the letter.

      “You are a marvel, Miss Wheeler,” I said.

      “She is,” Oscar said warmly.

      Their gazes briefly connected only for them both to look away as our food arrived. We tucked into sliced salami and wedges of cheese with crusty bread. Freedom tasted wonderful.

      When Oscar finished, he asked Miss Wheeler if Mr. Defoe had left Monteoro as planned.

      “He’s still here. We’ve extended our stay one more day.” She dabbed at her mouth with a napkin. “So, gentlemen, do you believe Scala when he said he thought it through overnight and decided to scare us into leaving by having us arrested?”

      “I don’t,” I said. “We called on him yesterday morning but were arrested very early this morning. Why wait so long?”

      Oscar sat back in his chair, realization dawning. “We were seen last night. Those voices we heard as we returned from Pecco…we dismissed them as ordinary locals, but what if it was Scala, and he saw us? He recognized Signora Colombo and Emiliano and realized we’d worked out the connection to his family.”

      “It probably wasn’t Scala himself,” I said. “My money’s on Rocco, meeting up with De Angelis in secret again.”

      “You think he lied about breaking off all contact with De Angelis? About the strength of their association in the first place?”

      “I do, yes, although I can’t be certain. We know he wanders in and out of Villa Corzoni at will. He probably went there after seeing us, told Scala, and Scala set the wheels in motion to have us arrested.”

      “Rocco is an anarchist,” Miss Wheeler added, in case Oscar hadn’t worked it out. “Or, at the very least, he sympathizes with them. I think Rocco told Scala that he saw us because he wanted to get rid of us. Ever since you put the connection together, Professor, he’s been worried that you would tell Scala. By having you arrested, you get scared and leave immediately upon your release.”

      Rocco certainly wasn’t as innocent he claimed to be. Whether he was in love with Scala or merely using him to spy on his business, I couldn’t say. I was about to ask their opinion on whether we should inform Scala about Rocco’s anarchist connections, when Oscar spoke.

      “Rocco won’t be happy to discover De Angelis was arrested for the murder and other crimes. He’d better hope his name doesn’t come up during the interrogation.”

      Miss Wheeler set her knife and fork together on her plate. “About the murder…I don’t believe De Angelis and his friend did it.”

      “Nor do I,” Oscar said.

      I pushed my glasses up my nose to regard them both properly. “Why not?”

      “We saw them arriving at the boatshed as we fled that night,” Oscar said. “Why come back if they were guilty?”

      It was a good point. Miss Wheeler had another. “The anarchists wanted Giovanni Colombo alive. He was no use to them dead. According to Signora Colombo, they never learned her husband wasn’t a firework magician. They still hoped they could convince him to work with them.”

      “I see,” I murmured, studying the crumbs on my plate as I tried to fit the pieces together in my head. “You think Signore Scala is the murderer.”

      Both Miss Wheeler and Oscar nodded. “He has the most to lose if that letter comes to light,” Oscar said. “The abbot has no worldly goods, so he wouldn’t have been as upset if there was a claim on the business from an illegitimate brother.”

      I suddenly stood, scraping the chair’s feet on the floor. “Did you say Signora Colombo went home? What if Scala went there to get the letter back?”

      Oscar swore under his breath and stood, too. “We should check on her.”

      Miss Wheeler remained seated. “She didn’t return to Pecco. She’s still at the hotel. I just told Scala that so he’d think she went home. I agree that we should go to Pecco, however, and confront him although there is no hurry. I just wasn’t entirely sure if you gentlemen wanted to pursue the matter to its conclusion. It could put you both in danger of arrest again.”

      Oscar and I glanced at one another. We both nodded. We were in agreement.

      “He needs to be held accountable,” Oscar said. “Gavin, you don’t have to come. In fact, it might be best if you don’t. That way if it all goes wrong, you’ll still be free and can contact Matt.”

      “I’m coming with you. In fact, I have a better idea than confronting Scala and risking our freedom. We go to the abbey and tell his brother. The abbot is a prickly fellow and not fond of us, but he won’t stand by knowing his brother killed a man, their half-brother no less. I think it’s our only chance of seeing justice served. Pietro Scala is powerful, but I think the abbot may be just as powerful. Folk around here are superstitious, and I think even the Carabinieri will trust the word of a Godly man.”

      “I think it’s a good plan,” Oscar said. “As long as the abbot doesn’t take his brother’s side.”
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      My calves hurt just thinking about the walk up to the hilltop abbey. Even so, I kept up with the brisk pace Miss Wheeler and Oscar set. I would not be the cause of any delays. My determination was equaled by the energy coursing through me. Forty minutes in the holding cell followed by a hearty breakfast and strong coffee were powerful stimulators.

      We reached the crossroads marked by the faded sign to Pecco relatively quickly. We would not be heading into the sleepy fishing village, however. We were going all the way to up to the abbey.

      The pounding of hooves set my heart racing. Signore Scala had ridden to the Monteoro piazza on a horse. He must have ridden directly on to Pecco and was now returning after searching for Signora Colombo in vain.

      We did not want to be seen, so stepped off the road into the bushes. Crouching down, we could see the rider approaching through the twigs and branches, but instead of coming from the road to Pecco onto the branch that led to Monteoro, he rode from the direction of the abbey and took the Pecco branch.

      The rider wasn’t Pietro Scala either. It was his brother, the abbot.

      I was coming to terms with that when a second rider approached from the same direction. As with the first, he rode quickly, expertly, as if he’d been riding since childhood. The horse was the same one as we saw tied to the bollard outside the Carabinieri station, and this time the rider was Pietro Scala. He, too, took the road into Pecco.

      Oscar ran after them, Miss Wheeler and me not far behind. We took the steep path into the village rather than the winding road which the riders would be forced to take for their horses’ sakes. Even so, they were nowhere in sight when we reached the piazza. Their horses’ reins dangled, skimming on the cobblestones. The two Scala brothers were in a hurry and hadn’t tied them up.

      Maria and some of the village women gathered in the piazza, whispering behind their hands, watching the Colombo house with anxious, curious stares. The two men who’d been repairing their fishing net the day before grabbed the loose reins and led the horses to a water trough. Upon seeing us, Maria approached. She spoke quickly to Miss Wheeler.

      No translation was necessary. We could hear crashing inside the house as furniture was overturned. Pots and pans clattered as they fell onto the floor, and the abbot shouted at the top of his lungs. His shouts were followed by Signore Scala’s voice, pleading. Whatever he was saying, it wasn’t getting through to his enraged brother.

      Although I didn’t understand a word they said, I knew we’d got it wrong. Signore Scala wasn’t the murderer. The abbot had hammered their half-brother to death.

      Oscar stepped toward the house, but Miss Wheeler caught his arm. “Take those men with you.”

      Maria approached the two fishermen who’d led the horses to the trough, but they shook their heads. Despite her pleas, they refused to get involved in a Scala family matter.

      Oscar strode to the house. Miss Wheeler followed, one hand tucked into her skirt pocket. I doubted chalk dust would be enough of a weapon against a furious murderer if he was armed.

      The closer we got to the house, the clearer Pietro Scala’s words became. Miss Wheeler quickly and quietly translated. “He told the abbot that he can’t kill the widow and her son, too.”

      Too. It was all the confirmation we needed.

      Oscar barged in, not caring that he was walking into a volatile situation. Pietro Scala whipped around but must have decided we were less of a threat than the abbot, bashing a chair against the wall. Whether he thought there was a hidden door there, or whether he was simply expressing his anger wasn’t clear, but he smashed the chair over and over. The stone chipped, but the wooden chair didn’t break. When he finally threw it into the corner, it appeared not to have a scratch on it.

      The abbot picked up a cooking pan and turned toward us. He raised it above his head to throw. Before I had a chance to duck, Miss Wheeler tossed a fistful of white chalk dust into the air. Her brief spell sent it shooting into the abbot’s face. Blinded, he threw the pot, but his aim was off and it missed us.

      Oscar grabbed the abbot’s wrists.

      Coughing and spluttering, the abbot managed to spit out a few angry words along with chalk dust. It clung to his skin, eyebrows and eyelashes, even as he blinked furiously.

      “Goodness,” Miss Wheeler said. “Such colorful language for a man of God.”

      He spat at her. “Vile creature.”

      Oscar released the abbot just long enough to punch him in the stomach before recapturing his wrists.

      The abbot bent over, wheezing.

      Signore Scala looked down his nose at his brother. “Please accept my apologies, Miss Wheeler. He does not like magicians.”

      “You went to see him after you left us,” I said. “Why, when you knew he was the murderer?”

      Signore Scala watched his brother trying to suck in air. “I was not sure at first. I only suspected. It wasn’t until I confronted him just now that he confessed. I was upset, and told him his stupid pride was going to ruin our family. I told him the widow had come to see me, and that she had the letter from our father. Although I believe her when she assured me she would not reveal it to anyone, I do not believe her son will give up his rights. When he is older, he will use that letter to claim his inheritance.”

      “You don’t know that,” Miss Wheeler said.

      “He is a Scala. He will use it. I assume he and his mother are safe?” No one gave a response and he didn’t wait for one. “I will not harm them. I know you may not believe me, but I won’t. There are witnesses now.” He nodded at the doorway where Maria and the two men hovered, watching. “Besides, I think I will adopt the boy—Emiliano. I will never marry, or do what is necessary to have children, but I would like an heir nevertheless. Emiliano can be my son, if he and his mother agree.”

      The abbot spat on the floor. “Traitor. His very existence is sinful, a depravity committed by our sinful father. Magic. Lust. Greed. The devil whispered in his ear and that is when our family’s decline began. That is when he strayed from God’s path. He admitted using magic. He admitted being unfaithful to our mother. He overlooked your depravity.”

      Signore Scala’s nostrils flared. He stood as still as a statue, regarding his brother with cool detachment. In that moment, I realized he loathed his brother as much as the abbot loathed him.

      “I will not see the Scala name blackened,” the abbot snarled. “I tried to save our family’s reputation by killing the boatbuilder. His son was supposed to already be dead, but now you tell me he lives, so I must do God’s work again to protect our legacy.” He struggled against Oscar, but Oscar was too strong. The abbot snarled in frustration, directing it at his brother. “Do not adopt that boy. It will be the end of our good name. If you acknowledge he is a Scala, you will bring shame on our family. Again.” The abbot’s face twisted with disgust and rage. “You are debauched filth!”

      Signore Scala stepped up, drew his fist back and punched the abbot hard in the gut. The abbot fell forward again, coughing.

      Oscar hoisted him up a little, although the abbot remained bent over, spluttering. “Your brother is a good man, Father Abbot. I’m glad he has found a family member he can be proud of. I think he and his nephew will do well together.”

      I wrinkled my nose to indicate he’d laid on the praise a little too thickly for Signore Scala’s sake. The smile he gave me in return was almost non-existent, but I suspect Miss Wheeler saw it, too.

      Under the direction of Signore Scala, the local men tied the abbot to a chair to await the arrival of the Carabinieri from Monteoro.

      We didn’t wait with them, however. Miss Wheeler was keen to give Signora Colombo the good news. We said our goodbyes to Maria and thanked her for helping then set off back to Monteoro.

      Halfway up the steep incline out of Pecco, I stopped and leaned a hip against the low wall. I looked out over the houses to the lake. “It’s an achingly pretty village, but I am so glad I never have to come here again.”

      Miss Wheeler chuckled. “A wood magician needs to see if they can make a raft fly with a moving spell. That way we could fly over the trees and be in Monteoro in no time. On second thought, I doubt anyone’s magic is strong enough to get it to carry one body let alone all three of us.”

      Oscar got in before I did. “Your idea is not a mad one. Let me tell you the story about a magic flying carpet.”
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      We returned to the hotel and informed Signora Colombo of the events that had unfolded in Pecco, including Signore Scala’s idea to adopt her son and make him his heir. Her eyes filled with tears as she hugged Emiliano. The lad hugged her back and thanked us for bringing his father’s murderer to justice.

      “He has a great deal of maturity for a boy his age,” Miss Wheeler said, as we waved them off from the hotel foyer.

      “I hope he can overcome the tragedy of losing his father in such a brutal manner,” I said on a sigh. “It won’t be easy.”

      “At least he’ll have a level of financial security if Scala follows through on his promise to adopt him,” Oscar added.

      Miss Wheeler wasn’t so sure the arrangement would suit the boy. “He’s a firework magician. He’ll crave using his magic, not learning about manufacturing wooden staircases.”

      “He’ll have to keep his magic a secret,” Oscar said. “I think he and his mother understand the necessity for secrecy all too well now.”

      In these days where magic was practiced in the open and magicians flourished, Emiliano may feel it unfair that he could not declare his talent for fireworks. But Oscar was right. Being a firework magician made him a target for bomb makers. Safely detonating bombs from afar would have to wait for an artless solution to be invented. When that day came, perhaps Emiliano could produce fireworks with his magic again. Until then, it was wise to keep it hidden.

      Mr. Defoe entered the hotel and inclined his head in a greeting. “Good morning to you all.” He turned to us with a smug face that even me, a man not prone to violence, wanted to punch. “I see your brief incarceration hasn’t done you any harm, gentlemen.”

      “No thanks to you,” Oscar said, his tone unruffled. If he wanted to resort to violence to wipe off the smugness, he didn’t show it. “You could have had us freed along with Miss Wheeler.”

      “I was able to vouch for her character, not yours. I don’t know you.”

      “Let’s not pretend your money had nothing to do with it.”

      “Ah, we’re being honest, are we? Well then, I confess that I paid the Carabinieri a bribe to release Adele but not you. Why should I waste money on two rogues who refuse to do business with me?”

      “Rogues!” I said. “We are nothing of the sort. We’re honest men, which is more than I can say for you.”

      Mr. Defoe smiled that smug smile of his, not in the least offended.

      I expected Oscar to chime in with a few stern words of his own, but he was too busy gazing longingly at Miss Wheeler. She was pretending not to notice, and stood quite still, apparently listening to my exchange with her employer. I doubted she heard a word, however.

      Mr. Defoe turned to her, causing her to give a little shake of her shoulders, as if to shake off Oscar’s gaze. “I’ve chartered a private boat to take us to Como. It leaves in an hour. That will give us plenty of time before the train to Milan departs. Tomorrow, we’ll travel to Genoa and take the first ship to New York.” He touched the brim of his hat. “Goodbye, gentlemen. I doubt we’ll see one another again.” He strode off without waiting for our replies.

      Miss Wheeler looked down at her hands. One glove still contained remnants of the chalk dust she’d thrown at the abbot. Instead of attempting to brush it off, she removed the pouch from her pocket, whispered the moving spell, and directed the dust from her glove into the bag. She pulled the drawstring to close it and palmed the pouch, as if weighing it. “As Mr. Defoe said, this is goodbye. So, goodbye.” Her gaze lifted to Oscar’s, lingering a moment as he stared back with the look of a wounded puppy.

      It was I who broke their connection before it grew awkward. “Goodbye, Miss Wheeler. Once again, you have been a revelation and a marvel. Indeed, you’ve become a friend.” My throat constricted with emotion. I cleared it with a light cough. “May we write to you, care of Defoe’s office in New York?”

      Her lovely brown eyes flared before softening. She rested a hand on my arm. “I don’t think that’s wise, Professor. It’s best if we have a clean break now, before friendships deepen.”

      I understood her perfectly. It didn’t mean I liked it, but I would respect her decision. She was right not to want to encourage deeper affections between her and Oscar if she had no intention of having a relationship with him. He was smitten with her, and I suspect she was with him, but that would pass in time. It was best not to give him hope.

      In the spirit of keeping emotions at bay, she gave a perfunctory smile, said “Goodbye and safe travels,” and walked away.

      Oscar watched her until she was out of sight, then he continued to stare at the space where she’d been.

      He needed a distraction to shake him out of his melancholy and I could think of only one thing that would work. “Let’s call at Villa Corzoni. We didn’t get Scala his letter back, but perhaps he’ll still give us the address of the antique bookseller considering we rendered him a service today.”

      “What service?” Oscar grumbled. “We played a part in having his brother arrested for murder, exposing his father’s shameful secret, and forcing him to adopt his nephew.”

      “I don’t think we forced him to do that. I like to think he wants to adopt the boy.”

      “That’s because you’re an optimist.”

      “I suppose I am. After all, I believe we’ll get the address from Scala, one way or another.”

      He narrowed his eyes at me. “One way or another? Do you have a plan in case he refuses to give us the address?”

      “I do. I’ll tell you on the way.”
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      The guard at the main entrance to Villa Corzoni recognized us and let us in without question when we explained we had business with Signore Scala. We ambled along the path to the villa, neither of us in a hurry. The lush garden and verdant lawn bathed in sunshine on the edge of the serene lake was so picturesque that I found myself daydreaming of living there. If the villa was mine, I’d restock its library and read a new book each day in the octagonal folly that overlooked the water. The structure, resembling a small temple, was the perfect spot to while away a few hours on a lazy afternoon.

      It was also the perfect spot for a lovers’ tryst at night, although I was surprised to hear light laughter followed by a man’s seductive voice coming from the folly during the day. It was somewhat exposed on the lakeside, although the higher walls on the other sides provided a measure of privacy from the path and villa.

      I glanced at Oscar to see if he’d heard the laughter and voice, too. He placed a finger to his lips and signaled that we should listen from hiding spots behind large trees. We separated, each slipping behind a thick tree trunk, but it soon became clear that we could hear but not understand the exchange between the two men speaking Italian. I did recognize both voices, however. The one who’d laughed was Rocco, the other Signore Scala.

      It seemed Scala was still unaware of Rocco’s involvement with De Angelis and the anarchist movement. He must be, otherwise he’d have ended things with his lover. At the very least, he’d still be angry with him.

      I peered around the tree trunk only to quickly jerk my head back as Signore Scala emerged from the temple folly. I tucked my arms to my sides to make myself as small as possible and noticed Oscar do the same. After a moment, he dared to peek, so I did, too. Scala was walking off in the direction of the villa. There was no sign of Rocco. He must still be in the folly. We continued to watch until Scala disappeared inside the villa.

      Oscar arched his eyebrows, asking me what we should do. Risk Rocco seeing us as we followed Scala to the villa, or remain in our hiding spots until Rocco left the folly, too?

      My first instinct was to wait. But that was my anxiety dictating I take the cautious option. Once I thought it through, I came to a third option. “Wait here,” I said to Oscar. I didn’t bother to whisper.

      I emerged from behind the tree trunk just as Rocco emerged from the folly, having heard my voice. He was dressed in a turquoise waistcoat over crisp white shirt. The matching tie was askew, however, and the knees of his trousers were dusty.

      When he realized I wasn’t posing any threat, he leaned a shoulder against the door frame of the folly and crossed his arms. His gaze traveled the length of me then settled unnervingly on my mouth. His lips curved with his smile.

      “We know you’re in bed with the anarchists, Rocco.”

      He straightened, uncrossing his arms. The smile vanished altogether, replaced with wide-eyed panic. “In bed? No, no, no. Do not say that to Pietro.”

      “It’s merely a phrase we English use. It means you’re colluding with someone, usually in a secret way. In this case, the secret is that you are spying on Scala and reporting back to De Angelis.”

      “No! That is a lie.” He lunged toward me and grabbed both my elbows. His fingers dug into me, hard.

      Oscar emerged from his hiding spot behind the tree. With a yelp of fright, Rocco released me.

      “You met with De Angelis last night in the village,” I went on. “You saw us with Signora Colombo and her son. You went straight to Signore Scala to inform him, and perhaps even gave him the idea to have us arrested. You wanted us out of the village before we told Scala about your spying activity.”

      To his credit, he didn’t try to deny it. Rocco lowered his head then peered up at me through dark lashes. If only he knew his coquettish acts were wasted on me, he wouldn’t bother. “It is true. I did encourage Pietro to have you arrested after I saw you. I am colluding with the anarchists, but not by choice. De Angelis forced me to spy for him. He threatened to tell the Carabinieri that he saw me—how do you say in English—perform vulgar acts with men. I would be arrested. I don’t know how they treat men like me in English prisons, but here, it is very bad. I was afraid, so I agreed to spy for him. Please, Professore, do not tell Pietro. I love him. I do not want to lose him. Please, I beg you.”

      “We won’t tell him,” I said. “But there’s something I want you to do in return for our silence.”

      “Anything.”

      “There’s a monk named Brother Eduardo at the abbey. I want you to speak to him.”

      He blinked furiously. “I do not understand.”

      “His nature is like yours, but he is ashamed. Perhaps there’s something you can say to him that will convince him to be more accepting of himself.”

      “I do not think I can say anything to a monk that will end his shame.”

      “Think a little harder. I’m sure you’ll come up with something. And in return, you have our word that we won’t tell Scala about your betrayal.”

      Rocco swallowed. Nodded.

      I touched the brim of my hat in farewell and set off for the villa without looking back. I ought to feel dreadful that I’d resorted to blackmail, but I didn’t. My actions may have set Brother Eduardo on the path to finding peace, and it was impossible to feel awful about that.

      Oscar fell into step alongside me. When we reached the base of the villa’s front steps, he stopped me. “Are you sure you’re ready for this, Gavin?”

      “Quite ready. Perhaps I should be asking you that. You’ve got the main part.”

      “Yes, but your part is crucial to success, too, and⁠—”

      “And what?” I prompted.

      “And I wondered if you’re a bit rattled after that exchange with Rocco.”

      “I’m not in the least rattled about that.” I was, however, unnerved by the part I had to play in our efforts to get the information we needed from Signore Scala. My part in the plan involved me doing something that didn’t come naturally—small talk. That was Oscar’s forte. But he had a different role to play this time.

      I drew in a fortifying breath, marched up the steps and knocked firmly on the door.
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      Signore Scala knew exactly why we were there. He barely waited for pleasantries to be over before broaching the topic. “You did not give me the letter, so I cannot give you the address of the bookseller. That was our agreement.”

      We hadn’t even been invited to sit, so we stood in the drawing room near the door like servants awaiting instruction. The actual servants were nowhere to be seen. That was one obstacle we didn’t have to worry about.

      “But we helped you this morning,” Oscar said. “We restrained your brother, kept your nephew safe⁠—”

      “If you do not mind, I have some correspondence to attend to.” Signore Scala glanced pointedly at the escritoire where a small notebook was open on the desk. Neat handwriting covered the pages, but I couldn’t make out the words. Even so, I had a strong hunch that it was an address book.

      If it was, it would make our task easier.

      “Correspondence with the antique bookseller?” Oscar asked.

      “My business with him has come to an end.” Signore Scala tried to be circumspect with his glance at the book on the escritoire, but I was waiting for a telltale sign and noticed it.

      It was time for me to enact my part of the plan so Oscar could perform his. “We are sorry to lose the books, Signore Scala, but I hope we can remain friends.”

      “Friends, Professor?”

      I moved so that I was facing the escritoire. “As you know, I have a fascination with the history of magic. Can you tell me again about your family’s origins, and how they came to specialize in staircases.”

      Signore Scala brightened. This was a topic he enjoyed discussing. He turned to face me fully, meaning his back was to the escritoire.

      Beside me, Oscar removed his handkerchief from his pocket and blew his nose. With the handkerchief still pressed to his nose and mouth, he spoke his ink floating spell. Not loudly, of course. He whispered it so quietly that I merely heard the hiss of the S’s. Signore Scala didn’t hear a thing over the sound of his own voice.

      Inky words rose off the book’s pages and floated around, becoming scrambled. Oscar’s spell wrangled them back in order in the air until they formed their original pattern. They were clearly names and addresses. Beside one name were the words, libraio antiquario. I didn’t need an interpreter to know it translated to antique bookseller.

      Signore Scala suddenly stopped and frowned at me. Oh lord. I hadn’t been listening to a word he said. How should I respond?

      “Fascinating,” I said.

      Signore Scala spun around. He must have seen me looking past him. He scanned the room, but nothing was amiss. Oscar had returned the words onto the pages without leaving a splash of ink as evidence of his efforts.

      He lowered the handkerchief. “I’m feeling a little croaky in the throat. We should leave, Gavin. I wouldn’t want Signore Scala to catch anything from me.”

      “Of course.” I put out a hand to Signore Scala, aware that I was smiling a little too happily yet unable to temper it. I was so relieved that this was over, and it hadn’t been too difficult.

      “Goodbye,” Signore Scala said, shaking our hands. “It is a shame we could not do business together. If there is anything I can do for you in the village…a nice dinner, perhaps…do let me know.”

      Oscar paused in the doorway. “Actually, there is. I saw a little steam boat moored at your dock. May we have someone take us to Como in it as soon as possible?”

      “Of course. It will be at your disposal in an hour.”

      We didn’t see Rocco as we walked back along the path to the gate. I wondered if he would follow through on his promise to speak to Brother Eduardo. There’d be no repercussions from me if he didn’t. I would be gone from Monteoro in an hour.

      While my thoughts moved in that direction, Oscar’s went in another altogether. “There’s only one reason that book was open to that page. Scala was looking at the antique bookseller’s address not long ago. Perhaps he was looking at it because he was copying it down for someone.”

      “Defoe.” I’d come to the same conclusion in the drawing room. “It explains his smug look when he returned to the hotel earlier. If Scala’s steamboat is fast, we might beat Defoe and Miss Wheeler to Como, but we’ll still have to wait for the train to Milan then stay there overnight, as will they. You don’t think they’re really going to Genoa tomorrow, do you?”

      “I do not. Defoe made a point of telling us they planned to travel to Genoa then on to New York, so naturally he mustn’t be doing anything of the sort. They’ll be heading to the same place as us. Rome.”

      He looked entirely too pleased about it, considering it might mean a bidding war to buy the tattoo book from the antique bookseller. A bidding war we couldn’t possibly hope to win against Defoe. Then again, Oscar’s good mood had nothing to do with the book and everything to do with the prospect of seeing Miss Wheeler again.

      While I looked forward to seeing her again, too, I worried more about the effect it would have on Oscar. One parting was sad enough. Another, mere days later, could shatter him.
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      Rome was nothing like Lake Como. The genteel serenity of the lake and the cozy languor of the villages felt like a world away. Rome was hot, loud and lively, just as I expected Italy to be. Shopkeepers vied with one another to be heard, neighbors argued at the tops of their voices, and other drivers and some bicyclists shouted at our coachman as they had to veer out of our way. The fellow had taken Oscar’s directive to hurry to heart and encouraged his horse with a crack of the whip in the air.

      I clutched my valise tightly to my chest as we rounded a sharp bend far too quickly. I released one hand to grab onto the strap to stop myself sliding into Oscar, seated beside me in the hansom. He grinned, apparently finding our speed exhilarating.

      “Look, Gavin! I think that’s the Colosseum in the distance.” He pointed to an ancient structure just visible above the roofs of other buildings. “We’ll go for a proper tour of the sights tomorrow, after we have the book safely in our hands. Do you fancy seeing St. Peter’s Basilica or have you had enough of religious institutions after the Abbazia di San Vittore?”

      “The buildings themselves are magnificent, and I have nothing against seeing St. Peter’s. There are also some catacombs, I believe. I wonder if they’re open to tourists. Oh look, an ancient wall.”

      The crumbling structure rose jaggedly beside the road, looking quite out of place tucked between more modern buildings. Rome was extraordinary. It was more chaotic than London, smellier and noisier, with seemingly no traffic etiquette at all, yet I was transfixed by it, and we’d only arrived a mere hour earlier. We’d not even found ourselves a hotel yet. We’d taken a cab straight from the station.

      “Isn’t this place marvelous!” Oscar had to raise his voice to be heard over the rumble of our wheels on the cobblestones. Although they were worn smooth by centuries of use, many were loose and some were missing altogether, making it quite a rough, loud ride.

      “Imagine working here for a while,” I said. “There must be so many interesting books in this city. So much history, and not just on the topic of magic.”

      Oscar laughed.

      “What’s so amusing?” I asked.

      “Nothing. We’re slowing down. I think we’ve arrived.”

      We paid the driver and alighted. We’d both held our valises on the journey and now carried them to the address we’d read at Signore Scala’s villa the day before. The sign painted above the door declared it was indeed the premises of Leonardo Benedetti, libraio antiquario.

      “I do hope we beat Defoe,” I said. We’d not seen the American and his assistant on our journey. If they’d caught the same train from Milan as us, they’d have been in the first-class car, while we’d been in second. They certainly couldn’t have arrived in Rome before us.

      When Oscar didn’t answer, I turned to look at him. He was peering into the shadows at the end of the narrow street, his brow creased. I pushed my glasses up my nose to see better, but I was quite sure there was no one there.

      I entered the shop and drew in a deep breath, drawing the smell of old paper, leather and something altogether earthy into my lungs. Like the abbey library, it was a warm, inviting place. Unlike the abbey, the shop ceiling was low, the wooden beams mere inches above my head. Even after removing his hat, Oscar had to duck to get through the door without bumping his head.

      I thought the shop was empty at first, then a face peered around a stack of books on a desk near the back and greeted us in Italian. I responded and asked him if he spoke English.

      “I do. I am Signore Benedetti, at your service.” He clasped gnarled fingers together on top of the desk and peered over his spectacles at us. He had an impressive array of wrinkles across his forehead and around his eyes, like a diagram of a maze.

      “My name is Professor Nash, and this is Oscar Barratt. We’re book collectors from London, currently on a mission to stock a new library about magic.”

      “Ah! You have come to the right place.” Signore Benedetti stood slowly, a hand to his lower back, and reached for a walking stick leaning against the wall. He hobbled out from behind the desk and smiled. At least, I suspected it was a smile, judging by the way the wrinkles folded. His mouth was invisible, hidden beneath the wild, wiry gray hair of his beard and moustache. “I recently acquired some books all on the subject of magic. Lovely books, very well kept, very old. They came from an abbey up north.”

      Oscar and I exchanged glances. We smiled. “May we see them?” he asked.

      We joined Signore Benedetti near the desk where he peered into a trunk filled with books. “I have not yet unpacked and catalogued them. My back, it aches.” He made a show of rubbing his lower back. “My son is my assistant, but he is pigro, incompetente.”

      I couldn’t interpret the first word, but the second one was easy to translate. “May we look through them and choose some we’d like to purchase?”

      “Please do.”

      He returned to his chair at the desk while Oscar and I knelt and pulled out book after book. We took our time, scanning pages for references to tattoo magic. Few were in languages we could understand, however. It was hopeless. We’d have to buy them all to study at length back in London.

      “Is there one you want in particular, Professore?” Signore Benedetti asked.

      “There ought to be one referencing tattoo magic. We were led to believe you had it. Do you know which one it may be?”

      “I believe you are referring to Ritus et Ritus Populi Insularis. The English translation is Rites and Rituals of an Island People.”

      Oscar closed the book he’d been studying and set it aside to search through the others. “Which one is it?”

      “It is gone, Signore Barratt. I sold it three days ago.”

      Days? So not to Mr. Defoe then.

      Oscar lowered his head and muttered something under his breath before looking up again. “Do you have the name of the person you sold it to? Where can we find him?”

      Signore Benedetti lifted some papers on his desk before placing them down again and sifting through others. “It is here somewhere. I will look while you inspect the other books.”

      A book on a nearby shelf had caught Oscar’s attention while I removed Bloodlines and Birthright: Observations on Inherited Traits by a Monk from the trunk. Its existence among the collection meant these books had definitely come from the abbey via Signore Scala.

      “Magic,” Oscar murmured.

      I set aside the Bloodlines and Birthright book to peer over his shoulder. The volume in his hands was so old it was bound by wooden boards held closed by shiny silver clasps engraved with fleur de lis. “Found something interesting?”

      He opened the book to reveal a collection of pages with hand drawn symbols, some of them illuminated. I recognized one symbol on the front page, an arrangement of five red balls below a blue one containing three golden fleurs de lis inside it. “That’s on the Medici family coat of arms. Is there any text?”

      “Only more images, on every page. Signore Benedetti, what do you know about this book?”

      The bookseller squinted through his spectacles then shrugged in that typical Italian manner they all seemed to use, no matter what part of the country we were in. “I bought it from a rich American who thinks he bought it from a library established by Cosimo de’ Medici, but he could not recall with any great certainty. He may have said that because the Medici symbol is the only one he could decipher.”

      “Have you tried to decipher the rest?” Oscar asked.

      “Sì, but I could not understand it. You can have that one for very cheap if you buy other books. It has sat on that shelf for years. No one wants a book they cannot read.”

      Oscar placed the book inside the trunk along with the ones that had come from the abbey. “We’ll try to decipher it back home. What else have you found, Gavin?”

      We continued working through the collection and decided to buy most. As we were returning our purchases to the trunk, Signore Benedetti approached.

      “I am sorry, but I cannot find my copy of the receipt for the sale of Ritus et Ritus Populi Insularis. It is here somewhere, but my eyesight is poor and my son is not good at paperwork. Or much else.” He sighed the sigh of an old man who knew his life’s work would either be ruined by his wastrel son or sold off after his death. “I will continue to search. If you give me your London address, I will write to you when I find it.”

      The trunk of books was too heavy to carry so we paid the bookseller to organize it to be sent to Matt and India’s house. Their attic was getting quite full. Suitable premises for the library would need to be found soon.

      With our valises in hand, Oscar and I left. I was keen to check into a hotel and find something to eat. It was growing late, and I worried that Rome’s undesirables would emerge from the shadows after dark, just as they did in London.

      However, instead of heading toward the intersection with the main road, Oscar walked in the opposite direction where the street narrowed and the shadows deepened.

      “Oscar, I think we ought to go this way!” I called after him.

      He didn’t answer. I realized why when a familiar face stepped out of the shadows to block his path.

      “Miss Wheeler!” I cried.

      She must not have heard me. Or perhaps she was too intent on Oscar to notice me. She couldn’t take her gaze off him.

      He’d stopped when she emerged, but now he took a step forward. She raised her closed parasol and pressed the end into his chest, halting him. Their gazes remained locked, and they’d gone quite still, as if any movement would ruin the magical moment.

      I came up behind Oscar, puffing a little. “Miss Wheeler, how lovely to see you. Were you on the four o’clock train from Milan, too?”

      “I was, Professor.” She wore a sensible traveling gown of deep purple with yellow and orange flowers embroidered on the bodice. Her hat and parasol matched the color. There was no luggage in sight, so presumably she’d had it sent on to a hotel.

      “And Defoe?”

      “He went to Genoa to take a ship to New York, as planned. You don’t seem too surprised to see me.”

      “We realized Defoe bought the antique bookseller’s details from Scala, and expected you’d come to Rome directly.”

      “Did Scala sell the address to you, too?”

      “Oscar used his ink magic to see it.”

      Her gaze turned admiring as she lowered her parasol. “Very clever.”

      “It was Gavin’s idea,” he said. “Were you here when we entered the bookshop? I had a feeling we were being watched.”

      “I arrived a few minutes before you.”

      Oscar frowned. “Why not go in then?”

      “I wanted to do a little window shopping first.” The other shops in the vicinity seemed to be mainly bookshops, stationers, and a gentleman’s tailor. Nothing that would appeal to a fine lady of fashion such as Miss Wheeler. “I’m ready to speak to Signore Benedetti now, I believe.”

      Ah. Now I understood. She’d deliberately dawdled because she preferred to see the book with the tattoo ink spell in our hands rather than Defoe’s.

      “Signore Benedetti sold the book,” I told her. “He can’t find the details of the buyer but will send it to us when he does.”

      She gave me a nod of gratitude for the information.

      “You should still speak to him yourself, Miss Wheeler,” Oscar said quickly. “Perhaps he’ll share the details with you, too, when he lays his hands on them again. Then you can attempt to acquire the book before we do if you get there before us, that is.”

      It seemed Oscar was orchestrating another reunion with Miss Wheeler in whatever location the book happened to be in. I expected Miss Wheeler to refuse, to protect herself from another difficult parting.

      She did not. She gave no indication of her next moves whatsoever. “Will you stay in Rome a little longer?”

      “Just a day or two more for sightseeing,” I said. “Rome is fascinating, is it not?”

      She turned her heated gaze onto Oscar. “Fascinating.”

      I cleared my throat. It had no effect on either of them. I may as well have not been there. Indeed, I had the distinct feeling I ought to give them some privacy. “Goodbye, Miss Wheeler. Take care.”

      “Goodbye, Professor. Mr. Barratt.”

      I backed away. Oscar lingered a few moments then went to step away from her, too.

      Miss Wheeler dropped her parasol, took his face in her hands, and kissed him so passionately that his hat fell off. It landed on the dusty cobblestones beside her parasol.

      I turned and walked quickly down the street. When I reached the intersection with the main road, I glanced over my shoulder. Oscar was following me at a distance, twirling his hat, a smile on his face. I caught a flash of deep purple as Miss Wheeler entered the shop of Signore Benedetti.

      I wasn’t quite sure what to say to Oscar, so I said nothing.

      The smile didn’t leave his face for the remainder of our stay in Rome.
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      The dinner party to celebrate our return to London was supposed to be an intimate affair, but it seemed India and Matt’s closest friends wanted to hear all about our travels, too. Matt’s elderly aunt, Miss Glass, joined us, as did Willie and her husband, Jasper Brockwell, Cyclops and his wife Catherine, and Lord Farnsworth, who was quite possibly the oddest man I’d ever met. He could be empty-headed yet sometimes say the most insightful things.

      He somehow managed to be both after listening to Oscar and me tell the tale of the Scala family, the murder, scandal, and the resulting adoption of Emiliano by Pietro Scala. “What a wonderful lesson,” he declared with a salute of his wine glass. “Family is important. Shared blood is a shared bond, and all that.”

      “You loathe your family,” Willie pointed out.

      “I didn’t say we had to like our family, just respect where we come from, our lineage, as it were.”

      “Why don’t you like your family?” Oscar asked.

      “They’re dreadful snobs. They’re always hounding me to marry a lady of good breeding.” He made a face. “If I had to spend the rest of my life married to one person, I’d rather it be Willie. She’s jolly amusing.”

      “True,” Willie said. “I am.”

      D.I. Brockwell leaned forward to peer past his wife at Farnsworth. “She’s already married.”

      “Oh yes. I quite forgot. Sorry, old chap.” He sipped his wine and signaled for the butler to pour more. “Miss Glass, you look a little peaky. Is everything all right?”

      She stared down at her plate, knife and fork clutched firmly in her birdlike hands.

      “Aunt Letitia?” Matt prompted.

      She looked up. “Yes, Matthew?”

      “Are you all right?”

      “Quite all right. India, I’d like to invite a friend over for afternoon tea tomorrow.”

      “Of course, but you don’t need my permission,” India said.

      “I want you to invite Beatrice and Charity, too. I’m not sure they’d come if I asked, but for you, they will.”

      India blinked. “Is there a particular reason for this afternoon tea?”

      “As Lord Farnsworth said, family is important. Although Charity is touched in the head, she is still my niece, and I ought to help her since she’ll never secure a husband. Her madness comes from Beatrice’s side, you know. We Glasses are quite normal.”

      Willie wiped gravy from the corner of her mouth with her thumb. “Charity doesn’t just have a screw loose. She’s got a cruel streak.” Her gaze flicked to Cyclops then back to Miss Glass. “You don’t owe her any favors, Letty.”

      “Even so, I will ask my friend, Miss Cripps-Brierly, to approve Charity’s application to the Hanover Square Society. She’s on the membership committee. As long as Charity behaves herself at afternoon tea, I’m sure Miss Cripps-Brierly will do me this favor. She’s quite a good friend, you know.”

      “I’ve never heard you mention her,” Matt said.

      “Really? I can’t think why. I talk about her all the time. Indeed, she was here only yesterday.” She frowned. “Perhaps it was the day before. So, Mr. Barratt, have you written any interesting articles for that newspaper you work for?”

      While everyone else exchanged worried glances about Miss Glass’s mistakes and lapses of memory, Oscar told her about our final dinner in Rome. It didn’t seem to bother her that he’d not answered her question. She enjoyed his story of the miscommunication with the waiter who was offended when we’d called the restaurant noisy. Apparently he thought we’d said noioso, which meant boring in Italian.

      “We were asked to leave shortly after that,” Oscar finished with a laugh.

      The evening ended pleasantly, and I promised to return the following day to meet Matt to discuss potential locations for the library. Oscar and I left together, and shared a cab. He was quieter than usual, reflective. I wondered if he was thinking about Miss Wheeler and when he’d see her again, but his next words proved his mind had returned to the dinnertime conversation.

      “I was just thinking. Not all families are related by blood.”

      “Are you referring to adoptions?” I asked.

      “Yes, and friends who become as close as brothers. Take us, for example. I’d much rather spend time with you than Isaac.”

      I felt warmed by his kind words. I’d much rather spend time with him than almost anyone, too, but I didn’t say us much. He had a habit of misconstruing my meaning when I was simply being friendly.

      “You mustn’t lose touch with him altogether, Oscar.”

      “I won’t, for the sake of his children. I want them to grow up knowing me.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.”

      “My sister rarely speaks to him anymore, too. It’s a shame. Little Huon and the baby could benefit from the company of their cousins.” We passed a tea shop with a light on in the recessed doorway, even though it had closed hours ago. It was probably on to keep the vagrants away. “I wish some enterprising Italian migrant would open a coffee house in London like the one we frequented in Milan. I liked that place.”

      “So did I, until the anarchist’s bomb went off,” I said.

      “That reminds me. Do you really think you saw Rocco there? I know you said you recognized his shoe buckle, but he just doesn’t seem like the sort to be involved in causing anarchy. He seems more like the fellow he claims to be—a victim of De Angelis’s bullying, forced to spy on his lover or have his nature revealed to the Carabinieri.”

      It was something I’d wondered about since we left Monteoro, and I still couldn’t decide if Rocco was afraid of De Angelis, or was in fact an important cog in the anarchist cell. There was one thing I knew for sure, however. I’d found Rocco compelling. Frighteningly so.

      That was another thing I wouldn’t tell Oscar.
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      I arrived at number sixteen Park Street the following afternoon, just as an elderly woman was leaving. Instead of waiting for Bristow to close the door of her carriage, she slammed it shut herself. Bristow managed to contain his surprise to a blink and quickly stepped back onto the curb as the carriage lurched forward.

      He invited me inside and directed me to the drawing room where Matt and India both sat along with Miss Glass, the dowager Lady Rycroft, and her daughter, Charity Glass. Charity was the only one who looked happy. Indeed, she sported an air of satisfaction, whereas the rest seemed rather dumbstruck.

      Matt rallied when he saw me. “Good afternoon, Professor. Would you mind waiting for me in my study? I need a few moments with my aunts and niece.”

      “Yes, of course.” I made my excuses to the ladies then exited the drawing room. Before I could take the stairs up to Matt’s study, Willie stopped me with a low whistle and a crook of her finger. “You just missed all the fun, Prof.”

      “You were at the afternoon tea, too?”

      She wrinkled her nose. “No. I was out here, eavesdropping. I ain’t spending time with either of those snakes if I don’t have to.” Her voice was barely above a whisper, but I doubted it would have been heard by anyone in the drawing room even if she spoke at normal volume. The dowager was scolding her daughter, loudly. “Go on then, aren’t you going to ask me what happened to send the old crone storming out of here?”

      “It’s none of my business.” I winced as the dowager’s voice rose to a shrill level. It was hard not to miss her telling her daughter how ungrateful she was. I hardly knew Charity, but no daughter deserved a berating like that from her mother.

      Matt’s firm, even tone calmed the dowager for a few moments before she started again.

      Willie beckoned me down to her level and whispered in my ear. “Miss Cripps-Something-Or-Other from that spinster’s society was just here, and she told them all that Charity’s application wouldn’t be approved, ever.”

      I couldn’t help myself. I had to know more. “What did Miss Glass say to that? Miss Letitia Glass, I mean.”

      “Nothing. She went into one of her brain fogs and tuned out altogether. But the dowager demanded to know why, so Miss Cripps told her that Charity had drawn pornographic sketches in the margins of her letter to the membership committee.”

      “Oh! No wonder she was upset.”

      “Not only that. Charity also called the women in the Hanover Square Society dried up, dull old prunes and wrote that she never wanted to be like them. She planned to live a different kind of spinster life.” Willie tapped her chest. “She mentioned me, on account of I had a lot of fun before I was married, if you understand my meaning.”

      I was considering how to respond when Willie grabbed my hand and pulled me into a nearby anteroom as the dowager stormed out of the drawing room, dragging her daughter by the wrist.

      “I knew I should have vetted that letter before you sent it, you foolish creature! You’re sabotaging your entire future.”

      “That’s enough, Aunt Beatrice,” Matt snapped as he followed them..

      The dowager made a sound of disgust in her throat, tossed her tightly turbaned head, and strode off. I ducked back into the anteroom, out of sight, before Matt saw me. Then I remembered I was supposed to be waiting for him in his office. Before I could take my leave of Willie, however, she began unbuckling her belt.

      “What are you doing?” I hissed.

      “I want to show you something.”

      “I don’t want to see it!”

      She gave me a lopsided grin. “Don’t panic. It’s just my tattoo.”

      “Oh.” I pushed my glasses up my nose. “The one you got before we left for Italy?”

      “I’ve only got the one, Prof.” She hooked her thumb over the waistband of her trousers and lowered them just enough to reveal the tattoo of a small cylinder with a circle attached underneath at one end. “Jasper reckons it looks like a cock and balls in profile.”

      I choked but managed to cover it with a cough. “What is it meant to be?”

      “My colt.”

      “A gun? Oh yes, I see it now. The curve in the cylinder threw me off.”

      Willie drew her trousers back up. “The tattooist said his clients are all sailors, so he was more familiar with anchors, mermaids and compasses. S’pose that’s what I get for finding a cheap one.”

      I thought any of those three options would have been a better choice than a gun, but I wasn’t going to tell Willie that. She loved her Colt. It was as much a part of her as her cowboy hat and buckskin trousers. “Er, thank you for trusting me enough to show it to me, Willie. I won’t tell anyone what it is unless you say so. Not even Oscar.”

      She clapped me on the shoulder, quite hard. “Thanks, Prof. I’ve only shown my husband and now you. I knew you wouldn’t be tempted by a flash of my flesh, and it doesn’t matter if Jasper is, of course. Turns out, he likes tattoos.”

      I suspected she was teasing me, and taking pleasure in the discomfort such an intimate discussion caused me. Knowing she was teasing didn’t help matters. My discomfort ratcheted up when she winked suggestively.

      “I should go,” I said quickly. “Matt will be waiting.”

      I hurried out of the room and rushed to the stairs, Willie’s chuckle following me much like Miss Wheeler’s chalk dust.

      Matt looked up from his desk when I entered the study. “There you are, Professor. Did Willie waylay you?”

      I took the seat he indicated and blew out a measured breath. “She wanted to show me something.”

      Matt gave me a crooked smile. Like Oscar, such a smile could turn his face from handsome to extraordinary. He didn’t press me further about Willie, thank goodness. He handed me a sheet of paper with some addresses, each one containing a list of pros and cons for the location of the library.

      I breathed a sigh of relief as I took it. Finally, a topic I felt comfortable discussing. Just thinking about the library we would one day open suppressed any lingering embarrassment over the exchange with Willie. I read through the list then smiled at Matt, waiting patiently on the other side of the desk.

      “I know Crooked Lane,” I said. “It’s an old and wonderfully atmospheric little street. It would be the perfect place for a library housing books about magic.”

      “We agree. India says the library on Crooked Lane has a nice ring to it.”

      “Yes. It does. When can we inspect the building?”
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