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Prologue 
Whoever he was, he was beautiful. 

In those last moments, I had a vague sense we belonged 
together but I had no idea why. It was just a feeling, a warm 
glow growing fainter with each breath. For some reason, I 
desperately wanted the feeling to stay, and there was 
something I wanted to tell him. Something important. Finally 
I found the words.  

“Make it stop,” I begged softly at first, then louder. 
“Make it stop.”  

He looked at me, confused, and shook his head. “I can’t, 
Violet. I’ve felt it before and it hurts. It hurts more than you 
can imagine.” 

I knew then that we didn’t have much time. “It doesn’t 
matter. We can’t keep doing this. You have to stop.” 

“We have to keep trying.” 
I hated myself for what I said next, but I could sense my 

mind fading further even as I spoke. “I’d rather die.” 
“You will.” 
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Chapter 1 
Signal Lost 

Tom Fielding was always sneaking up on me. Usually it 
wasn’t a big deal. Sometimes, secretly, I even liked it. This 
time, though, I was so absorbed admiring the view along 
Venice’s Grand Canal that it was a complete shock when he 
tugged on a stray lock of my hair. My cell phone simply 
slipped through my fingertips and plunged into the water. 

“Tom!” I laughed in disbelief. “Why’d you do that?” 
He didn’t answer. He was too busy dangling over the side 

of our vaporetto, scanning the winding boulevard of blue-
green sea. “Violet, I’m so sorry,” he finally groaned. “You 
have my word. I promise I’ll get you another.” 

“But I liked that one.” 
“Fine. That one, then.” 
“Really,” I said, trying not to smile. It may’ve been the jet 

lag, but the thought of my phone sleeping with the fishes 
suddenly seemed a tiny bit funny. “How, exactly? Are you 
dredging the canal? Scuba diving, maybe?” 

“Maybe,” he said with one of his wicked grins. “Or 
maybe I’m magic.” 

“Perfect. Then please magically return my cell. Now.” 
He leaned over even farther. “Have you ever considered 
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that now is so relative? And magic and science, sometimes 
they’re the same thing. It just depends on where you are. 
And when.” 

I gave him a look and tugged on the back of his wool 
coat. I was starting to worry he’d go overboard, too. “Magic, 
science, whatever. What am I going to do without a phone?”  

“I’ll get you a better one, I swear. Waterproof, even.”  
I sighed then went back to studying the ornate buildings 

of brick, stucco, and stone balanced carefully along the edges 
of the Grand Canal, the waves lapping at their very 
doorsteps. They seemed utterly impossible but, of course, I’d 
never known the impossible until that moment. That’s when 
it all started, and now the impossible seems somewhat 
normal for me. And for Tom, too. But back then, on our 
first day in Venice, I wasn’t worried so much about what’s 
real and what’s not. All I could think about was how lucky I 
was. Just six years ago, I’d entered a scholarship competition 
funded by an anonymous donor known only as “Mr. 
Brown.” The prize: a spot in Thornton University’s 
freshman class. Even stranger, I still knew nothing more 
about my secret benefactor’s true identity. But thanks to the 
mysterious Mr. Brown, my four-year scholarship had turned 
into four years plus grad school, and I was now studying art 
history in Venice and London with twelve of my classmates. 

After our group disembarked and began weaving our way 
on foot through San Marco, Tom popped into view again. “I 
have an idea,” he said, handing over his cell. “Call your 
family from my mobile so they’ll have this number. They’ll 
be able to reach you then.” 

I glanced at the signal bar. Nothing. “Thanks but yours is 
useless, too.” 

“Are you sure? Let me see.” He frowned over my 
shoulder. “That’s interesting. It must be the flare. The solar 
flare, that is.”  

As usual, I had no clue what he was talking about. There 
was no time for questions, though. He was already opening 
the door for me at Hotel Natalia, and I couldn’t wait to see 
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my room. I claimed a heavy brass key and dashed upstairs to 
No. 12. Gazing over the threshold, I had the wonderful 
feeling of stepping back into another time. The walls were a 
golden yellow with white trim, and a delicate glass chandelier 
dangled from the lofty ceiling, catching the sun’s slanting 
rays. My favorite thing, though, was the huge set of windows 
overlooking the campo below. I threw them open so I could 
admire the square’s colorful collection of flowerboxes, 
arched windows, and striped awnings. Everything anyone 
could need was right there: a restaurant, a small grocer with a 
lush display of fruit, a newsstand, even a church. 

I turned back to inspect the marble bath when my friend, 
Liesel, entered with her mountain of logoed luggage. “No 
Wi-Fi,” she announced, flopping in disgust upon one of the 
beds. “And this room is awful, Vi. It’s so small.” 

She was crazy. It was perfect. “We’ll be fine. Besides, 
we’re lucky to even have a room. There’s a huge conference 
going on this week, something about flooding.” I poked her 
in the side. “Come on, grumpy. It’s time for dinner. You’ll 
feel better after pasta.” 

“I want sushi.” 
“Then go to Japan. Get up!” 
We all met downstairs then left for a trattoria where the 

university arranged for us to dine each evening. Out in our 
campo, I took another look around just as Tom crept up 
behind me.  

“How’s your room?” he boomed. 
“Great,” I said, trying not to trip over the ancient stone 

pavers. Listening to Tom, you’d never guess his mother was 
English. I wondered if a great, big glass of wine would bring 
out his accent. A few glasses, maybe. 

He caught my arm. “Think you can make it all the way 
next door without falling over?” 

“I hope so. I’m starving. If I can’t, you’ll have to bring 
me a breadstick.” 

“Brilliant. How about a breadstick and a bottle of wine? 
I’ll keep you company.” 
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I perked up at the wine part. “Hmm. Wine sounds 
delicious, but I’ll need more than bread. That was a long trip 
today. I really am about ready to fall over.” 

He raised an eyebrow. “Yes. I noticed. I think you should 
stay away from the well in our campo.”  

While I scanned the square for freshwater tourist traps, 
the door to Trattoria Bianchi opened, and a handsome older 
man welcomed our professor, Victoria Xing, with a kiss on 
the cheek. Inside, the restaurant was pretty with lots of 
artwork all aglow in the candlelight. One of the scenes I even 
recognized. I found a view of Venice’s cathedral hanging in 
between a canvas of a young woman in Carnival dress and a 
still life of fruit and flowers.  

On second glance, that still life looked almost edible. 
Thankfully, our food and wine appeared, and a couple of 
hours later we were rolling ourselves back to the hotel. 
Liesel, recovering from the trauma of realizing that our TV 
featured only five channels, immediately took to her bed 
while I lingered at the open window.  

“Hey, Liese, come look. It’s all foggy now.” 
“No,” she wailed from under the covers. “It’s just fog. 

I’m too tired.”  
She really wasn’t taking the TV thing very well. I decided 

to wait until tomorrow to mention the non-existent DVR. 
I turned back to the window. Looking down upon the 

darkened square, I was surprised to see a completely 
different Venice. The evening crowd had melted away and 
just one lone woman remained. She passed through the thick 
night mist that swirled slowly into our square from the sea, 
probably on her way to a Venetian masque. Along with a 
spectacular necklace of pearls and rubies, she wore a 
cornflower blue gown with her ice blond tresses piled high 
atop her head. Even more fabulous, she had a small birdcage 
woven in her hair, although I doubted the bird was real. If it 
was, the poor creature was surely seasick. His owner 
wobbled precariously in her high heels as she crossed the 
square.  
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Liesel made a small snort and I turned away only for a 
moment. When I looked back, the scene shifted once more. 
The woman was gone. 

I checked my watch, flicked the face, and checked again. 
I’d already reset it hours ago but it was still off. A soft knock 
stopped me from indiscriminately punching buttons, and I 
went to the door for a peek. Focusing, I spied a shaggy 
brown head atop a long, lean figure. It had to be Tom. He 
was the only guy I knew who actually looked good in skinny 
jeans. 

“Hey there,” I whispered as I opened the door and 
glanced up and down the hall. I wasn’t sure what I was 
looking for. Xing, maybe, with a taser. She’d made us all 
promise to make it an early night. 

“Hey. You’re dressed.” 
“Apparently. What did you expect?” 
“I don’t know. Something else.” He leaned against the 

doorframe. “What do you usually wear to bed?” 
“Sweats.”  
Liesel stirred. “Who’s at the door?” she slurred. 
“Shh. It’s Tom.” 
“Is anyone with him?”  
“No. Just Tom.” 
“Ugh,” she yawned, burrowing back down.  
He gave me a grin and started playing with the doorknob. 

“So,” he continued, “any bruises?”  
“Bruises?” 
“From this evening. When you were lounging about the 

campo.” 
He drew out the lounging. Was I hearing things or was his 

accent slipping back into place? Did I mention I love 
accents? I do. Maybe then would’ve been a good time to find 
that bottle of wine.  

“Oh, that. Nope, just fine.”  
“Good. I’m going for a walk. Do you need anything? A 

new mobile, perhaps?” 
“Sounds fun. Where’re you going?” I chose to ignore the 
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phone part.  
“Just around the sestiere. I need an umbrella.” 
“But it’s not raining. Especially not inside.” 
He stopped messing with the door and locked his eyes 

with mine. “It will.” 
“Um, okay,” I said with a quiet laugh. “It’s kind of late, 

though. Why not wait until tomorrow? That’s all we’ll be 
doing, walking around, for weeks.” 

He smiled and leaned closer—so close I felt my heart 
jump—and in that moment something changed. “I may 
never get back to Venice,” he said in a voice soft and low 
like a secret, “and who knows how long I’ll really be here?” 

I almost rolled my eyes. If he was getting all existential on 
me, I was definitely going to bed.  

“Besides,” he continued, “I like wandering on my own. 
Or with you. If you’d like to join me.” 

While I tried to make up my mind, I studied his eyes. 
They were so blue and so something that, sometimes, they 
startled me. It wasn’t just the color. It was the way he looked 
at me. Even though we’d only known each other for a few 
months, it was as if he could see the hidden me, the real me I 
couldn’t show anyone yet. It wasn’t a creepy feeling; it didn’t 
even seem strange. It was just … there. That was the only 
way I could explain it.  

Suddenly a moonlit walk made complete sense. For lots 
of reasons. I wanted to say yes, but… “Thanks. But I’ll just 
stay here.” 

 “Okay,” he said brightly, detaching himself from the 
doorframe. “I’ll see you in the morning, Vi.” 

That was fast. I expected one more offer, at least. I 
leaned out the door and watched the back of his coat as he 
headed for the staircase. “Have fun and please don’t worry 
about my phone.” 

He turned back once more. “You’ll have the perfect 
phone as soon as I find it, I promise. Waterproof and flare 
proof.” 

I laughed again as he disappeared down the stairs.  
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Gently, I shut the door and mulled over his invitation. 
Why on earth didn’t I just join him? He caught me 
completely off guard, that’s why. I was so used to thinking of 
us as friends that I missed a chance to get closer to him. But 
maybe I was wrong. Maybe he really was only thinking of a 
friendly stroll in the moonlight. Then I remembered his eyes. 
I knew there was something else there. I could just tell. 

Still savoring this new concept, I threw on a cotton lace 
cami and boyshorts (I lied about the sweats) and snuggled 
under my covers with a book. But I couldn’t keep my eyes 
open for long. Floating off to sleep, my mind drifted from 
Tom to the trattoria paintings from earlier in the evening. I 
returned to one painting in particular—my favorite one—
and conjured up an image of a woman in an emerald ball 
gown, clasping a Venetian Carnival mask. A jade-colored 
chest of drawers rested at her fingertips and, atop the chest, 
a vase of white roses surrounded by a halo of golden 
butterflies. For a moment, as my own mind took flight, 
something seemed funny about the fluttering insects. Sinking 
deeper into my dreams, I made plans to take another look at 
the canvas sometime soon. But the very last thing I thought 
of was Tom Fielding. The next time he wanted to go for a 
walk, I’d just say yes. 
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Chapter 2 
Krypton and Diamonds 

The next morning Liesel’s hairdryer was worse than any 
alarm. I cursed myself for reminding her to buy the voltage 
converter then ducked under the covers and tried to go back 
to sleep. Impossible, of course. The 1900-watt ionic whine 
refused to go away, so I let my thoughts turn to my secret 
benefactor, Mr. Brown. I owed all of this to him. The trip to 
Italy, that is, not the hairdryer. 

It was strange, though, because my patron made only one 
request in return for my scholarship—a weekly telegram 
updating him on my studies. When I’d tried convincing his 
assistant, Rupert, that e-mails would be easier, I was 
rewarded with my first letter (well, telegram) from Brown 
stating:  

 
1) I DO NOT HAVE A COMPUTER. 

2) I FIND E-MAIL A BOORISH AND 
UNCIVILIZED FORM OF COMMUNICATION. 

3) CONSIDER YOURSELF FORTUNATE, MISS 
TENET, THAT I DO NOT INSIST YOUR 
WEEKLY MISSIVES ARE HANDWRITTEN  
(A LOST ART, INCIDENTALLY). 
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FONDLY, MR. BROWN :) 

 
And another thing … I’d never met Brown—or spoken with 
him—but he had insisted upon selecting all of my courses 
when I was an undergrad. Italian and French, for example. 
As it turned out, I needed them both now so I didn’t mind 
too much. And at least I never had to learn Latin. Or at least 
not yet. Thornton’s Master of Arts in Art History was widely 
respected—and expensive—and I never would’ve been there 
without Brown’s help. So I went along with the odd request 
for anonymity and did my best to appear uninterested in my 
benefactor. I was always afraid my good fortune might 
someday disappear if I ever became too curious about the 
elusive Mr. Brown.  

Finally I hauled myself out of bed. I threw on some 
clothes and escaped out the door, joining Tom on his way to 
the staircase. 

“How’d you sleep?” he asked. 
“Great. Thanks.” I eyed his outfit. For some reason, he 

was wearing an Apple logo beanie, NASA messenger bag, 
and a black T-shirt emblazoned with the periodic table of the 
elements—all at the same time. Even stranger, it actually 
looked good on him. I gave him another glance and 
wondered if he’d been sneaking off to the gym instead of 
Cosmic Comics & Video back at Thornton.  

I must’ve been looking too long because he stopped on 
the stairs. “What? What’s wrong?” 

“Nothing.” I paused, trying to think fast, then shifted 
closer and put my hand over his heart. “No peeking. What’s 
Kr?” 

He relaxed and leaned back against the banister, drawing 
me even closer as I steadied myself against his chest. “Easy. 
Krypton. Ask me another.” 

I spread my fingers. “Hmm. How about S?” 
“Sulfur. Try harder. One of the metals.” 
“Metals. Right.” I gazed into his eyes and felt my 
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stomach do a flip when he smiled again. This was a strange 
game but I liked it. “Where are they? Towards the middle?”  

“Correct.”  
Interesting. He looked completely bored, but I swore his 

heartbeat quickened beneath my fingertips. Bizarrely, I think 
we both wanted to keep going. We probably would’ve made 
it through the entire table right then and there if Liesel 
hadn’t appeared on the staircase. She was bearing down on 
us in a pair of stiletto heel boots, so I snapped out of it and 
pulled away to let her teeter by. “Forget it. You know them 
already.”  

“You’re right. Next time, I’ll fake it.” 
I smiled, a little stupefied, while we wandered together 

into the elegant salon that doubled as a dining room and 
found seats with Eva Krezgy and Scott Lamont at one of the 
marble-top tables. 

“Hey, Violet.” 
“Good morning,” I said nervously. I liked Scott but he 

was forever organizing things—raffles, walk-a-thons, bake 
sales. I didn’t think I was up for donating blood so early in 
the morning.  

 “Want some?” Eva offered in a world-weary voice. She 
poured coffee from a heavy silver pot and looked bored 
beyond belief. She always looked that way, though, so I 
wasn’t worried. 

“Sure, thanks,” I said, settling into my gilded chair. 
“So what’s our first stop today?” Tom asked. He was 

already scanning The New York Times he plucked from the 
front desk. 

“The Museo Culturale di Venezia. I think Xing wants to 
cram in a history and culture overview before we hit the 
major collections.” 

“If it’s open. They had a robbery last night.” 
“How do you know?” 
“I was out and about, remember?” He pulled out his 

phone and started tapping away. “A mask was stolen. An old 
one.” 
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“Just a mask?” 
“Isn’t that enough?” He frowned and paused as he 

scanned his screen. “No. It’s worse than that. Someone was 
murdered, actually. A woman, but they haven’t identified her 
yet.” 

I shivered and thought about the family and friends 
waiting for her to come home. “That’s awful.” I didn’t really 
want to know how she died.  

“But it looks like they’ve only closed one gallery.” He 
stared into his coffee for a few moments. “So are you ready, 
Vi?” 

“Sure.” I thought again. “Ready for what?” 
“To go. Let’s return to the scene of the crime, shall we?” 
 

Tom and I stepped out into the cool, clear day and began 
winding our way through a maze of narrow streets and 
bridges. “This is perfect,” I said. “Not a single minivan. We 
can wander all we want.” 

“You’re right,” he replied with a flying leap. He barely 
cleared the last few steps of an arched footbridge and began 
to trip into the canal when one of my least favorite Thornton 
people, Reece Prescott, grabbed him. “I’m still driving. After 
I pass the bloody test, that is. But it’s rather pleasant, isn’t 
it?” 

“That’s a frightening thought,” said Reece. “You can 
hardly walk. Who’s letting you drive?” 

I wondered the very same thing myself. Although, in all 
fairness, Tom could be coordinated when he wanted. One 
evening at school, I had found him messing around with the 
fencing team and he was actually kind of amazing. He just 
couldn’t drive. Or walk.  

A few bridges later, I realized that even without the 
traffic I still had to watch where I was going, too. The well-
worn stones and bricks paving the streets were a bit uneven 
in spots. But it was much easier to gather the many details 
that together wove Venice’s powerful spell. The watery web 
of canals and islands, the storybook buildings, even the 
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captivating sculptures of angels, animals, and curious 
creatures nestled on doorways and bridges. Built entirely 
upon small islands, Venice was a treasure tossed atop the 
sea—an impossibly tangled necklace studded with 
architectural gems. Walking wasn’t merely a means to get 
from point A to point B. It was an event all on its own. 

I’m not sure what I was expecting when we arrived at the 
Museo Culturale di Venezia, but there wasn’t a single shred 
of yellow tape in sight. Just big blobs of tour groups like 
ours, oozing through security into the marble-clad lobby.  

Instead of steering us into one of the galleries, Xing 
herded us into the museum’s library where I was surprised 
once more. Soaring, arched windows encircled the room, 
illuminating carved wood cases filled with row after row of 
old books. As I strained to take a peek at some of the titles, 
Xing introduced us to the staff and launched into her lecture 
about The Big Paper.  

“As you are aware,” she said while our other professor, 
Cecil Ainsley, bobbed his head in agreement, “you are each 
required to submit a substantial work of original research 
regarding an important aspect of Venice’s history and culture 
as depicted in her arts. This is one of several institutions 
where I recommend you conduct your research. The staff 
here have graciously agreed to assist us, so please make use 
of these valuable resources.” 

Even before landing in Italy, I’d been thinking about my 
topic—Carnevale—so as soon as I settled at one of the long, 
walnut tables, I began pulling up notes I’d started back at 
Thornton.  

Tom dumped his own bag next to mine. “What’re you 
doing your paper on?”  

I scrolled through pages while he took a seat and 
stretched out under the table. “Representations of Venice’s 
Carnival in art,” I said, tapping out a heading, Masks. “Did 
they say what kind of mask was stolen last night? Was it a 
Carnival mask?” 

“It was. A Plague Doctor.” 
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I hesitated as a nightmarish silhouette came to mind. “Is 
that the one with the beak?” 

“It is.” He stopped digging in his bag. “A long time ago, 
seventeenth century, I think, doctors would fill the cavity 
with herbs to protect themselves from the plague.” He 
paused then started digging again. “They died anyway.” 

I winced. Up until then, I’d always thought the mask was 
nothing but a fanciful grotesque created to scare away the 
odd evil spirit or to frighten small children. Something just 
for fun. Now it was a million times creepier, but it was still a 
shame that it had been stolen. And that a woman had died.  

Chasing the Plague Doctor away, I returned to my notes. 
I knew I’d spend some time discussing Pietro Longhi and his 
paintings of masked figures, but I wanted to get a better feel 
for the cultural significance of Carnival before I started 
researching specific artists.  

For some reason, I thought of Brown’s assistant, Rupert. 
He mentioned a trip to Venice once. I glanced over at Tom, 
reading a copy of Macworld he smuggled into the library. 
Sometimes I seriously wondered if he was in the wrong grad 
program.  

“So what’s your topic?” 
“I’m not quite sure,” he said without looking up. “Maybe 

sixteenth-century reflections of Venice’s importance as a 
global trading power. I don’t know. Something.” He 
shrugged. “Yours sounds interesting, though.” 

“I hope so.” I hadn’t even started and I was stricken with 
writer’s block. I deleted my heading and tried, Costumes and 
Masks, instead. “I know Rupert was here for Carnival a few 
years ago, but I don’t remember him saying anything about a 
costume.” I paused. “Now that I think about it, he didn’t say 
much at all.” 

Tom emerged from behind his magazine. “Perhaps you 
were getting the PG-13 version.” 

“You’re so warped.” 
“Really, Vi, you have no idea.”  
“What I mean is … you don’t know Rupert.” 
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“Actually, Violet, neither do you.”  
Along with Liesel, Tom was one of the few people at 

Thornton who knew the truth about my unusual financial aid 
arrangement, and he had his own ideas about my benefactor. 
His current theory—it always changed with whatever movie 
he’d seen recently—was philanthropist software magnate. 
Hence the elaborate, “I do not have a computer,” ruse.  

“Good point. But that’s fine. I don’t want Rupert, or 
Brown, telling me what to do. It’s bad enough they used to 
pick my classes. Thank God, I get to do that myself now.” 

He leaned back in his chair. “And what, may I ask, do 
you intend to do with this degree once you’ve earned it?” 

“You sound like my father.” 
“No, really. I haven’t a clue what I’ll do with mine.” For a 

moment, he seemed serious and it caught me off guard.  
“Well,” I said, focusing, “I’d like to work for a museum.” 
“And the mysterious Mr. Brown is going to make all your 

dreams come true, is he?” 
“No, of course not. I am.”  
“But you’re utterly absurd.” He lowered his voice, 

coming closer, and I felt my face flush as his lips hovered 
next to my ear. It was crazy, but I’d never been this way 
around him before—so off-balance. He was really getting to 
me today. “This Brown fellow could be standing right 
behind you, and you wouldn’t even know,” he whispered. 
“Aren’t you even a bit interested?” 

I stopped myself from sneaking a peek over my shoulder 
and squirmed in my seat instead. I didn’t know what to say. 
It was just too complicated. Every single day, I remembered 
how lucky I was to have my scholarship. And every day I 
realized how awful it would be to lose it. “Nope,” I lied, 
avoiding his eyes. “There must be a good reason why Brown 
doesn’t want me to know more about him.” 

“Exactly. That’s why you should check him out.”  
“Well, I did kind of Google him once.” 
“That’s no good. You should hire a private investigator.” 
“With what? My milk money?” 
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“I’ll do it. For free. I’ll be your intern.” 
“No, thank you.” That’s all I needed, Tom screwing up 

my scholarship. Truthfully, I did want to know more, but I 
didn’t want Brown to think I was snooping around. That 
didn’t seem like a good idea. Besides, lots of people probably 
had anonymous benefactors. With post office boxes. And 
weekly demands for telegrams. Whatever. 

“Why not?” 
“Because—” I stopped and tried a new strategy. “Wait. 

Why do you even care, anyway?” 
“Because we’re friends. Right? And I don’t want 

anything, you know, bad happening to you. You should be 
careful. And like you said, Brown’s a secret for a reason.” 

“He hasn’t asked me to carry anything through customs, 
if that’s what you mean.” 

He smirked. “Not yet.” 
“Thank you. I get the message. Anyway,” I continued, 

trying to change the subject, “I’m going to ask the librarian 
for help.” 

He shrugged then shouldered his backpack. “All right,” 
he yawned. “I have some other stuff to do. I’ll convince you 
later.” 

While I pretended to take more notes, I watched him 
wander off to an armchair and secretly studied his profile. I 
always knew he was good-looking but I had never noticed 
his cheekbones before. They were strong and sharp with a 
faint glow. And his nose—straight and narrow, much nicer 
than mine. It was like admiring an image stamped upon an 
old coin, something sculptural and slightly superior. Until he 
smiled, that is. 

So why didn’t I notice these things before? I bit my 
bottom lip and tried to think of something, anything, else. 
This was a phase I’d have to get over. Fast. 

It was time to get back to business, so I rose and 
followed a path of richly patterned Persian carpets to the 
main desk where I asked for information on Carnevale. I 
guess it was a popular request because the librarian gave me 
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a ho-hum kind of look as she produced a bulging, brown 
portfolio tied with ribbon. It wasn’t exactly what I expected, 
but I said grazie anyway and trotted back to my seat.  

After carefully untying the faded blue silk, I paused for a 
moment before opening the portfolio and peering inside. It 
was stuffed full of fabulous photographs of Carnival 
costumes and masks. Thinking I wouldn’t have time to delve 
too deeply, I only skimmed the contents until one ageing 
image leapt from the pile. Suddenly I was riveted by a photo 
of the most beautiful mask I’d ever seen—a golden creation 
fashioned from fine, scrolling wires that swept over the eyes, 
nose, and cheekbones. Even more incredible, the mask 
sparkled with a treasure trove of precious stones. A 
shimmering fringe of teardrop-shaped diamonds dangled 
along the lower edge, while a flourish of darker gems 
arranged like brilliant feathers rose gracefully at the very top 
and center. It was a mask worthy of a queen.    

I became so engrossed in the photo that I completely lost 
track of time. I jumped with a start when Tom tapped my 
shoulder, mouthing an insistent, “Let’s get out of here.”  

Still in another world, I silently took in his ruddy cheeks 
and matted hair. He looked suspiciously as though he just 
awoke from a nice little nap. He pushed away his bangs and 
gazed at me impatiently as I admired the thick, dark lashes 
ringing his blue eyes. I let my own eyes linger there while I 
wondered what on earth was wrong with me. Then, I 
wondered what it’d be like to kiss him. 

“Come on, Vi,” he said, scooping up my backpack.  
“Let’s go.” 

Venice was messing with my mind. I swallowed and 
looked around at my classmates. He was right. Ainsley was 
gathering everyone up to leave. Ruefully, I returned the 
portfolio to the librarian. I’d just noticed a yellowing 
newspaper article in Italian affixed to the back of the photo 
but, for now, the mysterious mask would have to wait. 

 



18 

Chapter 3 
A Palace and a Prison 

Inside the trattoria the dining room was packed. Glasses and 
silverware clinked musically, and the sounds of laughter 
floated over the tables. After finding my friends, I poured a 
glass of wine then sat back to enjoy the view. I returned once 
again to my favorite painting there—the portrait of a young 
woman in a dark green evening gown. She leaned casually 
against a colorful chest of drawers and clasped a Carnival 
mask in her slender, bejeweled hand.  

Then I froze. Something about the painting was oddly 
familiar. I zeroed in upon the golden mask. It was 
impossible, but I swore I’d just seen a photograph of the 
very same mask in the Museo Culturale di Venezia. 

Signor Bianchi swept by our table with a friendly nod 
and, on impulse, I dove out of my seat to catch him. “Scusi, 
signore. I’m sorry to bother you, but do you know anything 
about that portrait?”  

He politely turned and squinted. He seemed busy and I 
felt bad about grabbing him. He probably had better things 
to do than humor hallucinating Americans. 

“Ah, yes. Well, only a little. But I do know someone who 
once knew the painter personally, and I’m sure she would be 
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happy to speak with you. Come with me.” 
“Right now?” This was far more than I expected. “Oh, 

thank you. If it’s not too much trouble?” 
“Not at all,” Bianchi spoke over his shoulder, guiding me 

across the crowded room. “The lady is having dinner with us 
this evening.” 

A few steps later, he delivered me to a table where an 
elderly woman dined alone. I couldn’t say she looked lonely, 
though. Maybe it was her perfect posture, but she had the 
calm, self-assured air of someone who was just fine in a 
crowd or all on her own. While Bianchi rattled off 
introductions in Italian, the woman nodded pleasantly, and I 
tried to smile my very best “sorry-to-be-a-pest-during-
dinner” smile while I stood there feeling a bit embarrassed 
that I was suddenly seeing treasures in trattoria paintings. In 
the middle of all this, I noticed the woman wore a neat black 
cardigan and skirt with her silver hair arranged in a soft bun. 
She reminded me of someone—a movie star from the 
forties, maybe—but before I could recall a name, the woman 
spoke. 

“Please, sit down.” Catarina Sebastiano motioned with a 
grand sweeping gesture, and I was momentarily blinded by 
an enormous emerald perched upon her finger.  

“Thank you for talking with me, Signora. I hope I’m not 
bothering you,” I began, easing into a chair. Bianchi had 
already disappeared, so I was all on my own. “I was hoping 
to learn more about the painting of the woman with the 
mask. It’s strange, but I saw a photo of something very 
similar in the Museo Culturale di Venezia.” 

I paused as Signora Sebastiano simply sat back and 
smiled.  

“You have an exceptional eye,” she finally said. “Very 
few have ever observed that the mask in this canvas and the 
mask in the museum are one and the same.” 

“Thank you!” I was still nervous but at least I didn’t feel 
like a complete idiot anymore. “Well, it’s so beautiful. It 
would be hard to forget.” 
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“And you may also be aware that the mask is no longer 
with my family. It was stolen from the museum during 
World War Two and has never been recovered.” 

“Oh, no,” I said softly. Stolen. Just my luck. Now I’d 
never get a chance to see it. “I’m so sorry. That’s awful.”  

“Yes, but there are far more important things than una 
maschera di Carnevale.” 

I nodded, assuming she meant the war. The theft 
certainly didn’t seem tragic in that context. 

“You must think we have these robberies every day,” she 
added. “Did you hear about the theft and murder at the 
Museo Culturale di Venezia last night?” 

“I did. A Plague Doctor mask, wasn’t it?” 
“Indeed. And the woman, God only knows.” 
I glanced up at the painting. “And who is the woman in 

the portrait? She’s lovely.” 
“That is kind of you,” said Signora as she adjusted the 

cuffs on her gray silk blouse. “I do not know if Signor 
Bianchi mentioned it, but my brother, Pietro, painted that 
canvas many years ago. And that girl, if you can believe it,  
is me.”  

With another flick of her wrist, I was dazzled once more 
by the flashing green stone on her finger. She noticed me 
admiring it and spoke. “Emeralds are quite nice, but your 
ring must be special. May I see it?” 

“Sì. Grazie,” I replied, politely tearing my eyes away from 
her ring. I offered her my hand. “It was a gift from my 
mother. She’s had it forever. It’s a family heirloom, I think.” 

She donned a pair of glasses to examine the gold face 
engraved with the letters and numbers: XV:234. “And what 
does this inscription mean?” 

“I wish I knew. It’s strange, isn’t it? My mother was 
raised in an orphanage, and this was left with her.” 

“Ah. There must be a story. Some sort of fraternal 
organization, perhaps. That’s my guess.” She smiled and sat 
back. “I once knew a Scotsman with a ring just like this one, 
I think. If I recall correctly, he was traveling with the Allied 
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army that liberated Venice in nineteen forty-five. There was a 
gas shortage, and they freed the city with gondolas. Can you 
believe it?” 

“Sounds like a leisurely sort of liberation.” 
“Sì, but time moves differently in Venice.” She turned 

back to the painting. “Actually, now that I think about it, my 
brother painted this portrait after the mask was stolen. He 
passed away during the war, not long after that.” 

I swallowed. Was Pietro a young man when he died? 
“Your brother was very talented,” I offered, focusing upon 
the canvas as more details came to light. He had expertly 
rendered the intricate scrollwork of the mask and its 
sparkling gems. His portrait of Signora was also impressive. 
The velvety folds of her gown were luxuriously depicted, and 
he had masterfully conveyed her mischievous mouth and 
eyes. Even the roses and butterflies atop the green chest 
were perfect. 

“Grazie. I have an identical canvas in my home. Pietro 
loved this place and the family who owns it. After he died, 
Signor Bianchi’s father asked for a painting, so my mother 
gave him this one a very long time ago. As a matter of fact, 
they’ve recently had it cleaned. I’m afraid a restaurant isn’t 
quite as hospitable an environment as a museum.” 

“That’s fine, though. I think it’s wonderful here.” 
“I do too. I’m so pleased to see it whenever I come in. 

Which is almost every day!” 
Suddenly I detected a gleam in her eye. “Stefano,” she 

said as she reached for a figure walking by our table. “Have 
you met this young lady from the United States, Violet 
Tenet?” 

“Buonasera, Signora. No, we haven’t met yet.” The man 
extended his hand. “I’m Stefano Bianchi.” 

“Ciao, Violet,” I said, sitting straighter. He was early 
twenties, I guessed, and tall with jet-black hair. And I 
definitely noticed his eyes—hazel, with some of the longest 
lashes I’d ever seen. While I tried to stop gaping, I realized 
he looked exactly like a model in one of Liesel’s fashion 
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magazines. I think it was an ad for some insanely expensive 
cashmere thing, but this guy wore a ratty T-shirt and a sweat 
jacket instead of a coat and tie. Even better.    

“Excellent,” said Signora. “Now stop working and join us 
for dolci. Your father won’t mind.” She pointed to the chair 
next to me and waved to Signor Bianchi, who threw his 
hands up and smiled.  

Stefano obediently took a seat. “Grazie,” he said, casting a 
grin in my direction.  

She leaned conspiratorially towards us. “Do you know, 
there is a peculiar story behind the mask and its provenance. 
Many years ago, the late eighteenth century to be more 
precise, it was given to my great-great-great-great 
grandfather, Lorenzo, as a gift by a mysterious woman he 
met during Carnevale.”  

Signora Sebastiano paused as I brightened and Stefano 
simultaneously acquired a somewhat bored expression. I had 
the feeling he’d heard this story before. 

“Carnevale,” she continued, “was, and still is, an 
opportunity for all men and women to don disguises and 
roam the city freely away from the fetters of their everyday 
lives.”  

Interesting. A massive party with everyone doing all sorts 
of fun things hiding behind masks. I simply had to hear 
more. 

“So, according to the story handed down in my family, 
my ancestor discovered the woman cornered by an attacker 
and rescued her. Safely in Lorenzo’s arms, she bestowed 
upon him a kiss and asked that he accept her mask as a token 
of her appreciation. Despite his reluctance, the lady insisted 
and pressed it into his hands before vanishing into the 
crowd. The only thing he knew for certain was that she was 
not from our city. The few words they shared were in 
French, and the woman spoke not a word of Venetian.”  

“Very mysterious.” 
“Sì. And I will always be disappointed that my brother 

chose to let the mask leave the protection of our home, just 
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so it could be exhibited at the museum. There were some 
very disagreeable characters inquiring about it at the time. 
Anyone could have stolen it!” She stabbed at her tiramisu for 
emphasis. 

“But did the police have any ideas?” 
She shook her head. “Those were complex times. Italy 

was at war. You have studied World War Two, I assume?” 
“Well, yes.” I knew about the horrifying things that 

happened during the Holocaust, and I was familiar with the 
various alliances, but I was still curious. 

“Then you know that after Mussolini was deposed, 
Germany gained control of much of northern Italy.” 

“The entire country was a battleground for both sides,” 
added Stefano. “And before the Nazis surrendered, they 
were here, in Venice. Some were art experts, so Signora’s 
mask was probably taken apart or sent away to Germany.” 

“That’s terrible.” I simply didn’t know what else to say. It 
was surreal hearing such things when I could still hear the 
restaurant’s lively chatter, still see all of the guests, enjoying 
their food and wine.  

Signora continued. “I remember two men visiting our 
home and inquiring about the mask. My mother sent me out 
of the room but I hid where I could listen in. My father had 
passed away a year earlier, and I could tell by her voice that 
she didn’t know what to do. Reluctantly, she showed them 
the mask, and I could see they were irritated when she 
declined their offer to buy it. I was such a naïve girl. I told 
my brother I would hide it! After their visit, Pietro lent the 
mask to the museum. And then, poof, it was gone. I think he 
believed it would be safe there. And now, more than sixty 
years later, it could be anywhere—if it even exists any 
longer.” 

“Today, of course, things are different,” said Stefano. 
“The European Union, for example.” 

“Right. I don’t think anyone can imagine the EU without 
Germany.” 

“Or Italy,” Signora said. “You know, you are not the only 
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person who has inquired about my family’s mask. An 
antiques dealer named Whitley has pestered me for years 
about it. Irritating little man. I know just as much as he does. 
Regrettably, he and his wife dine here occasionally.” 

“So this man—Whitley—he must’ve recognized the mask 
in the painting.” 

“That I do not know. Thankfully, he has not mentioned 
the painting, and I do try my best not to engage him in 
conversation.” She leaned closer again. “But it does not 
surprise me that you saw it, Violet. Coincidence simply does 
not exist in Venice. We are a web—everything, everyone is 
connected. Now, I must be leaving but I would love to tell 
you more about our city. When you have a break in your 
studies, please be my guest some afternoon. Stefano is at 
university as well, studying law, but he will find time to  
join us.”  

 “Thank you!” I said as I snuck a glance at Stefano. He 
smiled without trying to disappear under the table and that, I 
decided, was a very good sign. 

 
After saying buonanotte, I headed back to my own table to 
find Tom and my glass of wine waiting for me. Liesel and 
another guy from our class, Jason Avila, had vanished, so it 
was the perfect time to try my accent experiment.  

“Let’s get another,” I said. 
He raised an eyebrow. “All right, then. So what do you 

want?” 
“Wine would be nice.” 
“I figured that one out, Vi. I mean, white or red?” 
“Let’s stick with the red,” I answered, emptying what was 

left into his glass.  
Another glass later, I was right. His accent was slipping 

back into place. Every word that fell from his lips was 
absolutely delicious, although he kept mixing up the “queen” 
for “king” in “God Save the Queen.” 

“I like your voice,” I said without even thinking. I knew it 
sounded stupid but I knew he wouldn’t care, either. 
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He laughed. “That’s nice. I like your voice, too.” 
“No. I mean you should just talk. Sometimes it sounds 

like you’re trying to change your voice or something. This 
sounds like your real voice.” 

“Really? You think so? That’s interesting. I’m only trying 
to blend. I thought I was doing a good job.” 

“Blend? I don’t think that’s possible. And I don’t think 
you should blend. You should just be Tom.”  

At that point, I was hoping he’d suggest another moonlit 
walk—particularly when he switched chairs so we could sit 
closer together. But then he offered to walk me to my room 
instead, which sounded even better.  

Heading up the marble staircase, I suddenly had no idea 
what we were doing. I knew I wanted him to kiss me, but I 
had no clue how to get there. We were friends, and the next 
step seemed like this huge thing that would be either 
incredibly good or incredibly bad. I doubted there’d be any 
in-between.  

Finally outside my room, I leaned back against the door 
just so I could buy more time and make up my mind. Not 
knowing where to look, I studied the carpet because I 
certainly couldn’t look at him. I knew what his eyes could do 
to me, so I had avoided them all the way up the stairs and 
down the hall. Now, I couldn’t avoid them any longer, but I 
still couldn’t think of anything to say. So I simply stopped 
squirming, took a breath, and gazed up at him. 

With that, Tom leaned against the wall next to me and 
gave me the most amazing look in return. It was something 
only he could do—kind of sleepy and sexy and wickedly 
clever all at the same time. I wanted to bottle it and drink it.  

“So, Violet Tenet,” he said, drawing out the words, “what 
would you like to do now?” 

I laughed and scanned the hall. We were alone, but I 
wasn’t crazy enough to tell him for real. So I tried to think of 
something else. Then I remembered it, something I wanted 
to ask him. “What did you mean last night about not 
knowing how long you’ll be here? What was that?” 
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He smirked and shifted closer so we were face to face. 
“That? Nothing. I was just messing about.” 

I thought for a moment while he let his hand rest on the 
door above my shoulder. “No you weren’t,” I said, playing 
with one of the buttons on his wool coat. “You were serious. 
I can tell. So what was it?” 

His face changed and he picked up a lock of my hair. 
“Okay. How’s this?” Then I listened as he murmured: 

 
I stood in Venice on the Bridge of Sighs; 
A palace and a prison on each hand. 
 

I tried to focus and silently repeated, Venice … bridge … palace 
… prison.  I knew it from somewhere, but all I could do was 
smile in response. His fingers felt wonderful brushing against 
the curve of my neck as he threaded through my hair, and I 
didn’t dare break his spell. 

“It’s Byron,” he offered. “Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage—” 
I silenced him with the slightest nod. “You’re trying to 

change the subject.” 
“You’re right,” he whispered, his lips hovering just above 

mine. “Forget Lord Byron. I’ve heard he’s a bit of a prick, 
anyway.” He paused and I felt the world slow down, closing 
in around us. “I think what I really meant was … I should 
appreciate where I am. And who I’m with.” 

I stopped breathing while his words hung there between 
us like a charm. It was a perfect moment, full of hope and 
promise and—  

And then it was gone. Like a flash, the door flew open 
and I stumbled backwards. The next thing I knew, a shirtless 
Jason was catapulted out of the room behind me while I was 
mercilessly dragged inside by a shrieking, monstrous 
creature. My roommate, Liesel. 

“Violet,” she insisted with a talon-like grip on my arm, “I 
need to talk to you.” 

“Um, okay,” I stuttered, searching for Tom. Sleepy, sexy, 
and clever were replaced by bewildered and mildly amused, 
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but he still looked incredible. “I’ll just say goodnight.” 
“No. I really, really need to talk to you. Now.” Liesel 

yanked me further inside and shut the door. 
“What’s wrong?” I pulled away but the room seemed a 

little wobbly. She caught my arm and led me over to my bed. 
“Is it Jason?” I asked with a flop onto the covers. “Hurry up 
so I can get back to Tom.”  

“You’re not going anywhere. I’m saving you. It’s beddy-
bye time.”  

“Saving me? From what?”  
Liesel hoisted me up by the arms and started helping with 

my sweater. “From Tom Fielding, you idiot. He’s weird.” 
“Of course he’s weird. He’s Tom. He’s weird and I like 

him.” I stood again to head for the door, but the room 
wobbled even more. Not a good idea. I gave up and flopped 
back down. A few minutes to regroup, that’s all I needed.  

“He’s a freak and you’re drunk. You’d completely  
regret it.” 

I tried to look indignant, which was easy, considering my 
left arm was still pinned somewhere inside my sweater. 
“Regret what? We were just talking.” 

“You know what and stop moving around. You’ll rip 
your shirt.” 

“Wait. Jason likes him. You trust him, don’t you?” 
“Jason’s not trying to hook up with him.” 
“Who said I’m trying to hook up with him? I haven’t 

even kissed him yet.” 
“Ugh,” countered Liesel, finally freeing my arm. “Forget 

him. What about Scott Lamont? He likes you.” 
“Please. The only thing Scott’s interested in is how many 

cans I can collect. And, um, technically, I think Scott likes 
Austin Rashani.” 

“Okay then, how about that guy you were talking to in 
the restaurant? He’s hot.” 

She was right, but I didn’t feel like blabbing to her about 
Stefano. “I don’t actually need to hook up with anyone. I just 
happen to like Tom.” 
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Liesel picked at my linty sweater. “I just don’t want you 
to make a big mistake.” 

I leaned over to give her a hug. It was nice having friends 
who cared, even if it was annoying sometimes. “Well, thanks, 
but give me your phone so I can call him. And mind your 
own business, please.” 

“All right,” she said, flopping onto her own bed. “But you 
be careful. Tom Fielding is seriously weird.”  

 



29 

Chapter 4 
The Winged Lion 

“Where’s Liesel?” Tom asked as I slid into the seat across 
from him, ready for my third day in Venice. 

“Upstairs still. Her hairdryer exploded.” 
“Ah.” He smirked, returning to his copy of The New York 

Times. “So that’s why the power was out.” 
“Exactly. But it was worth it.” After the initial explosion, 

I’d lapsed into a deep, peaceful slumber—something I 
desperately needed after last night.  

I stole another glance, but he was already immersed in his 
reading. At least he didn’t seem too bothered about what 
happened. Or not happened. I tried calling him last night—
just once—after Liesel’s lecture, but he didn’t pick up.    

“Hmm. I was certain it was the flare but that’s fine. I’d 
much rather blame Liesel.” 

I pulled on his paper. “Wait. Solar flares again? You’re 
kidding.” 

“Not at all.” He tapped the newsprint. “There’s a surge in 
sun spot activity right now. Sometimes it causes flares that 
take out electrical grids and cell phones, stuff like that. It’s 
not very often but it happens. This article says some 
researchers at the University of Lisbon think it could cause 
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flooding in Venice.” 
“But how did they make the connection?” 
He folded his paper and poured coffee for me. “Over a 

sixty-year period, they looked at sea levels and low-pressure 
systems. During active solar cycles, they found more high-
surge events in the North Adriatic.” 

I stirred a lump of sugar into my cup and thought for a 
moment. “And high-surge means—” 

“Heavy rains and winds moving closer in to Venice. And 
the tides were higher. They’re not sure about the why part, 
though.” 

“That’s interesting. That and the cell phone thing. But as 
I no longer have a cell, I’ll just have to trust you.” I sighed 
and raised my china cup just as a giant bag of granola 
dangled over our table. The granola was attached to Ainsley. 
Apparently, he couldn’t leave his crunchy diet to fate while 
abroad, so he smuggled his own supply into the country in a 
plastic baggie. 

 “Violet,” he sang in between a gravelly mouthful. “You 
have a phone call at the front desk.” 

“Me?” I asked, lowering my cup. 
“Yes. It’s someone named Rupert.” 
I exchanged looks with Tom. Rupert? Now? That was a 

surprise. “Um, okay. Thank you,” I said, rising and weaving 
my way into the lobby.  

 “Signorina Tenet?” asked a man as I arrived at the front 
desk. 

“Yes. I’m Violet.” Two other guests in the lobby glanced 
in my direction, and I felt a little awkward just standing there.  

“Per favore,” said the man, gesturing to a small table 
equipped with a phone. “I will transfer your call.” 

“Grazie, signore.” I slipped gratefully into the chair 
awaiting me. The phone rang and I hesitated. Why was 
Rupert calling now? For some reason, I never expected to 
talk to him in Venice. The phone rang again and I picked up 
without bothering to search for a caller ID. It came up as *** 
wherever, and whenever, he rang. “Hello?” I said cautiously.  
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“Good morning, Ms. Tenet,” Rupert boomed in his 
cheery British accent. I always imagined him in a dark-
paneled office, sipping tea, but today his voice crackled. It 
sounded like he was outside somewhere in a crowd. “So how 
are you? How’s Venice?”  

I relaxed. “I’m great! I love it.” I paused. “Please tell Mr. 
Brown thank you for me.”  

“I will and he’ll be happy to know you’re enjoying 
yourself. But he did ask me to remind you about your weekly 
telegram. When you get a chance, he’d like to hear from 
you.”  

“I’m so sorry,” I said, cringing. “I completely forgot. I 
think my days are getting mixed up.” 

“Venice does that to you, I know. I’ll tell him you’ll send 
a message soon. Also, I wanted to ask … you haven’t 
misplaced your mobile by any chance, have you?” 

I hesitated. Argh. Rupert had sent me that cell, and I felt 
awful about losing it. “Yes,” I admitted slowly. “I’m so sorry. 
It’s a long, stupid story, but a friend of mine is replacing it. 
How did you guess?” 

“Just a feeling. I tried calling earlier and heard an out-of-
service announcement. No worries. Accidents happen. I’ll 
send along a new one.” 

A roar thundered over the line, and I shifted the phone 
away for a second. “Thanks, Rupert.” I paused then, 
listening to more commotion and a woman’s voice 
screaming, Go, go, go. “Uh, where are you?” 

“At the track. Very pressing business. Mr. Brown had a 
hot tip on a horse. Shall I put a fiver on ’er for you?” 

“Sure, thank you!” I didn’t know anything about horses, 
but a day at the races sounded fun. “You can deduct it from 
my allowance. So how’ll I know if I’ve won?” 

“You’ll know. I have to go now but don’t forget that 
telegram.” 

“I won’t. Thanks again, Rupert. Good luck!”  
I hung up and headed back into the dining room. That 

was odd. Rupert’s thing about the out-of-service announcement. Even if 
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my cell was rotting away at the bottom of the canal, my voice 
mail would still be accessible. But why would he make 
something like that up? Why not just say, “Excuse me, Ms. 
Tenet, could I trouble you to answer your mobile 
occasionally?” Rupert must’ve dialed the wrong number.  

I hope he’s luckier at the track, I thought, sitting back down 
with my cup of coffee. I smiled, remembering my bet, or 
wager, or whatever it was called. I was feeling very lucky 
myself. Lucky, that is, until Tom spoke. 

“They still haven’t identified that woman,” he said 
absently, flipping through his paper. “The one from the 
Plague Doctor robbery.” 

I took another sip. “It made The New York Times?” 
“Just a snippet. Apparently, no one’s identified the bird, 

either.” 
I swallowed and stared. “A bird?” I already knew the 

answer and felt sick to my stomach. 
“A canary, to be exact. The woman was wearing a 

Carnival costume with a birdcage woven in her hair. The bird 
survived the head trauma but his mistress, sad to say, did 
not.” 

The room suddenly seemed warm, too warm, and I 
must’ve looked awful because Tom abandoned his paper. 

“What’s wrong, Vi? Are you all right?” 
I shook my head and covered my mouth as he slid from 

his seat and knelt next to me, taking my hand.  
“Violet, please, you have to say something. What’s 

wrong? Are you ill?” 
“The woman. She was wearing a blue ball gown, wasn’t 

she? She had blond hair and a pearl-and-ruby necklace.” 
He frowned and nodded. “Yes, but how—” 
“I saw her before she died. I saw her in our campo.” 
 

My next stop in Venice was somewhere I never, ever 
thought I’d visit. The police station.  

Both Tom and Xing went with me, which was nice, but it 
still wasn’t easy looking at dozens of color photos of a 
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woman with her head bashed in. I appreciated their support, 
though. Particularly Tom’s. He held my hand the entire time 
except for when I went to il gabinetto to throw up.  

It was bizarre, seeing her lifeless face. She had seemed 
pretty from afar with her creamy skin, fair hair, and full lips, 
but it was hard to tell now. I made myself focus, just to be 
certain I was seeing the same person, and realized it wasn’t 
the gore that was so upsetting. It was the fact she was alive 
one moment and dead the next. “Gather ye rosebuds while 
ye may,” and all that. Incredibly, her necklace was still there. 
Whoever stole the Plague Doctor mask left behind a fortune 
in gems. And a canary, too. The bird was singing for us in a 
borrowed cage right there in the station. 

As it turned out, I wasn’t the only person who saw the 
woman that night. A few other tourists and locals spotted 
her as well, although no one actually spoke with her. 
Everyone came to the same conclusion as I—simply a young 
woman on her way to a party. So, other than confirming that 
I saw the mystery woman alive and well in my campo, I felt 
utterly useless. 

 
Later on we rejoined our group, and I tried to forget about 
the woman and her horrible fate while I admired the scenery. 
Walking along with Liesel on our way to the basilica, I 
couldn’t believe we were going to see everything in just a few 
weeks. My mind spun with all the sights and sounds—the 
slow and strong pealing of a bell, the greedy cry of a seagull, 
the constant pulse of the sea. But the voices of the city were 
always overshadowed by the scenery. Around every bend lay 
the unexpected, and Venice seemed a beautiful jumble where 
each unique building flowed into the next, continuously 
drawing the eye onward. Soon a kaleidoscope of details came 
into focus—a chiseled monster guarding the door of a 
crumbling building, a black cat napping in a carved window 
frame of flaking gold. And more angels of every disposition. 

Liesel, however, wasn’t so impressed. “I’m exhausted,” 
she moaned. “Why do we have to walk everywhere?” 
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“I think everyone walks everywhere. That or the vaporetto. 
It’s not bad, though. We’ll see more this way.” 

“I don’t even want to go to the basilica. I just want to see 
the Guggenheim.” 

As far as Liesel was concerned, there was nothing 
worthwhile before nineteen hundred. She could wallow all 
day in a Damien Hirst retrospective, but a church packed full 
of Byzantine-style mosaics was going to be pure torture. For 
both of us, I could tell. 

While I tried to decide what tack to take with my pep 
talk, something caught my eye. A huge poster announcing 
some sort of museum exhibit. Nothing too unusual—we 
were in Venice, after all—but this poster was printed with an 
image of an extraordinary clock. 

Liesel continued to espouse the virtues of modern 
transportation as I studied the timepiece—a large box of 
gold and blue enamel inset with a mother-of-pearl face. And, 
atop it all, a winged lion crouched, sculpted from even more 
gold studded with sapphires. It glowered at me as it clenched 
a banner in its teeth engraved with these three words: tempus 
edax rerum. 

“Hey, Vi, wait up.” 
I was surprised at how happy I was, hearing that voice. I 

stopped to turn around while Liesel gave me her most 
withering “whatever” look. Obviously, we both knew who 
had just appeared. 

I let Tom catch up. “Where did you come from? You 
were way ahead of us.”  

“I stopped to find you a phone.” 
“Hilarious. You’ll get lost if you keep sneaking off.” 
“I never get lost.” He paused and crammed his hands in 

his pockets. “So how’re you doing?” 
“I’m okay,” I said, linking my arm in his. “Thanks again 

for going with me.” 
“Of course. It’s never easy seeing something like that.” 
“I would hope not. You sound like it’s normal, hanging 

out at police stations and identifying murder victims.” 
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He shrugged. “Just stating a fact.” He cocked his head at 
the poster. “So what’re you looking at?”  

“This clock.” I pulled him closer while Liesel crossed her 
arms and glared. 

“Tempus edax rerum,” he said thoughtfully. “Time the 
devourer of all things.” 

“Really? That’s depressing.” I’d never imagined time as a 
hungry beast consuming its prey. “You studied Latin?” 

He didn’t answer. He leaned in closer, examining the 
image, so I gave him a sharp elbow in the side. 

“Sorry, what?” 
“The Latin. When did you study it?” I knew he’d gone to 

some small college in England, so I assumed he picked it up 
there.  

“When? I just know it. It’s from Ovid’s Metamorphoses.” 
I sighed. “Never read it. I’ll just have to trust you again.” 
“Me neither, actually. And you’re right. You should trust 

me, Violet. Completely.” He turned to face me again. “The 
clock’s at Ca’ Rezzonico. Maybe we’ll see it while we’re 
here.” 

It almost sounded like an invitation. “I’d love to.” Maybe 
the museum, then dinner, then… 

“Good. Me, too.” He gave me a devastating smile. “We 
can go together.” 

“Thanks, Tom,” Liesel said sweetly. “I’d love to go. We 
can all go.” 

He disappeared again, and my Victorian chaperone and I 
continued weaving our way through Venice.  

“Tom doesn’t like me, does he?” 
I wasn’t sure how to answer. The only thing I could think 

of would’ve hurt my feelings so I felt a little bad. I couldn’t 
come up with anything else, though, so I said it anyway. 
“Well, you know, you’re not very nice to him.” 

“Really?” she said with a perplexed look.  
Thankfully, neither of us mentioned last night, but it was 

still on my mind. She was right about one thing, I decided. It 
was stupid for me to drink too much and then consider 
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doing whatever it was I was going to do with Tom. That 
would’ve been dumb. Incredibly fun, I suspect, but dumb 
and a huge mistake. For both of us. But I also knew she was 
wrong about him. He really was interesting and intelligent 
and … nice. And hot. Nice and hot, in a quirky sort of way. 
And I couldn’t figure out why he bugged her so much. Then 
I decided I didn’t really care. I’d figure it out for myself. 
Instead of worrying about Liesel, I let my thoughts drift back 
to the unusual set of events that first brought me to 
Thornton and Venice. It all began six years ago, when my 
mother decided I should enter a scholarship competition… 

 
One rainy day, my mother pried open our mailbox and 
found the Thornton application wedged among the bills and 
mangled grocery store circulars. After dropping her favorite 
umbrella inside the door, she read aloud a few lines about 
the importance of history studies but that was all. A clap of 
thunder followed by a power outage interrupted her reading, 
and we both sighed in the sudden stillness. It was several 
days, I recall, before anyone got around to resetting the 
clocks.  

Long story short, I had nothing to lose. I submitted the 
application, was summoned for an interview, and then 
waited, waited, waited. Two weeks later, the verdict was in. 
Thornton’s Admissions Office called during dinner, and we 
abandoned our tuna noodle casserole while Mom spoke into 
the phone. After listening to an agonizing minute of chit-
chat, I was sinking beneath the table when she turned and 
gave me a smile. I’d been granted a full scholarship funded 
by a certain Mr. Brown. As soon as the phone was back in its 
cradle, we shrieked with joy and began dancing around the 
room with wild bounces that shook the family photos.  

My father, however, had not been thrilled only because 
he couldn’t find any information about my new benefactor. 
Lucky for me, Thornton’s president, Dr. Herrington, helped 
smooth things over. She soon convinced us that despite 
Brown’s wish to remain otherwise anonymous, the 
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scholarship was indeed legitimate. So I went away to 
Thornton for my freshman year, sad to be away from my 
family but excited about my new life. And later, like magic, I 
found myself in Italy, a million miles from home. 

 
*** 

 
It was fun strolling in the sunshine on our way to the 
basilica, but it was nothing like stepping into the west end of 
Venice’s main square. “Incredible,” I said. “It’s just like a 
huge room.” 

“Like a huge room with pigeons,” replied Tom. He’d just 
reappeared and this time he brought backup—Jason. As 
soon as she noticed, Liesel intercepted him and started 
talking about some dinner plans they had together.  

Together, we came to a stop at the eastern end of the 
Piazza and gazed up at the magnificent Basilica di San 
Marco. Crowned with five domes and adorned with 
elaborate mosaics, sculptures, and pinnacles soaring 
heavenward, St. Mark’s was unlike anything I’d ever seen or 
imagined. 

Inside, Xing launched into lecture mode. “If you will look 
up,” she said, pointing skyward for some of the more jet-
lagged members of our group, “I’d like to call your attention 
to one of St. Mark’s mosaic-covered domes. Venice was a 
Byzantine province early in her history, and the basilica’s 
many fine mosaics and domes are some of the Byzantine, or 
Eastern, influences we’ll find here today.”  

“This moving-in-a-herd thing is getting old,” Tom 
mumbled at my side.  

He read my mind. I looked around and wondered if 
anyone would notice if we disappeared for a while. There 
were at least a hundred quiet spots we could sneak off to. 
Spots where we’d be completely hidden. Now I was 
definitely going to hell.  

“I know what you mean.” I turned my head to hide my 
blush and saw Ainsley staring up at one of the domes. Or 
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maybe staring into space. I wasn’t exactly sure.  
A few minutes later, I caught myself staring, too, and 

wondering if there were some places in the world that 
captured an essence of those who passed through there—
their joy, their hope, their despair.  

“Have you ever thought,” I said to Tom, “that some 
places could be special—really special—just because so many 
people had visited that same exact spot to think?” 

“Or pray?” He paused. “Possibly. I suppose people have 
come here for over a thousand years now. Focusing all that 
energy could be powerful. Or magical, if you believe in that 
sort of thing.” 

I glanced up at the altar. “Do you believe? In the 
powerful part, I mean?” 

“Does it matter?” 
“Hmm. You’re trying to trick me. I’ll have to think. And 

what about magic?” 
“I believe in science, Vi. That’s enough for me.” 
My next question was interrupted by a far more earthly 

disturbance. Liesel, supremely bored by our tour, was gaming 
on her cell phone. In fact, she was so busy, she had collided 
with another tour group.  

I sighed. “Let’s leave Liesel’s cell in the room with the 
reliquaries.” 

“Let’s just leave Liesel. Permanently. I’m certain I could 
find a box.” 

I laughed and took his arm again. “She really isn’t bad, 
you know.” 

“She’s hugely spoiled and she’s old enough to know 
better.” 

“But she’s better than she used to be.” I paused. 
“Remember our flight?” 

“Vividly. She was banging on about the seats, the food, 
the movies, the air, the—” 

“You’re exaggerating. And I thought she did rather well 
sitting in coach.” 

“Hah. Most of the planet never even sees the inside of an 
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airplane. Liesel needs a reality check.” 
I pulled him closer. “Believe me, her reality has been 

thoroughly checked. She’s had a reversal of fortune 
recently.” 

“How so?” 
I thought for a moment. I knew she didn’t mind me 

talking about it, but I didn’t want to broadcast absolutely 
everything, either. “Her family lost some money last year. 
Lots of money.” 

“I see.” He paused. “Will she be able to finish school?” 
“Her mother was a big donor so Thornton’s letting her 

stay.” 
“That is lucky.” 
“And she knows it. She’s just taking a while to adjust. 

You know that huge pile of designer luggage she’s been 
dragging around?” 

“I do.” 
“This is its last trip. I showed her how to use eBay.” 
After a visit to the basilica’s four enormous bronze 

horses (the real ones and the fake ones), I clicked through 
the photos on Tom’s camera. He’d snapped a picture of me 
by the Quadriga, and I wanted to see how hideous I looked. 
When I found the photo, I was surprised. It wasn’t too bad. 
Actually, it was perfect. Or almost perfect. Later I’d have to 
Photoshop Liesel’s mopey profile and delete a disembodied 
umbrella that emerged out of nowhere.  

Little did I know then, that disembodied umbrella and I 
would soon cross paths again. 
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