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An anniversary getaway on the sunlit Italian coast takes a
dizzying turn when James misplaces the keys inside an
abandoned lighthouse. Alongside Sophie's sharp camera lens,
their search uncovers a forgotten maritime secret—igniting a
breathless race against a ruthless developer before the town's
midnight lantern festival fades to dark.
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For Sophie,

on our fifth anniversary.
Every day with you
still feels like the first.

— James
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CHAPTER 1

The Brass Key

' I ' he brass aperture ring on Sophie’s rangefinder turned

with a series of tiny, metallic clicks that, over five years of

marriage, had become the metronome of my emotional life.
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She leaned out from our corner )
table on the terrace of Trattoria Cad- ﬁ
deo, tilting her head until the late -
Ligurian sun struck the tumble of her
auburn waves. It lit the dusting of
cinnamon-brown freckles across the

bridge of her nose—a celestial chart I
had privately mapped across four

continents and sixty-two months of

laundry, grocery lists, and flat tires. &)P /:z; o
"Look at the way the light slants

off that cracked stucco, James," she murmured, her green eyes

wide and ravenous behind the viewfinder. "Like thinned honey.

Don't move your hand. Just leave the bread basket right there.

It gives the shadows anchor."

"I am merely a man holding an empty fork, Soph," I said,
though I froze obediently. "I hadn’t planned on being composi-

tional ballast."
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Before she could squeeze the
shutter, a heavy terracotta basket
struck the linen tablecloth with an
authoritative thud, scattering crumbs
of sea-salt crust and rosemary across

my napkin.

"Basta, basta con la macchinetta!”

Nonna Rosa Caddeo planted two sun-
. browned, flour-dusted knuckles on
e Nonna Rosa Caddeo the edge of the table. Her silver
chignon trembled with indignation,

her indigo house dress catching the salty breeze blowing up
from the harbour below. She pointed a tiny, blunt thumb to-
ward Sophie’s bowl of hand-twisted trofie. "The pesto is weep-
ing, ragazzina. The basil was plucked at five this morning from
the terrace above the church, and you make it sit here turning
grey while you chase flies with a glass box! Eat, per amor di

Dio, or I bring out the canned tuna to shame your husband."

Sophie lowered the camera, her cheeks dimpling with un-
abashed delight. "Rosa, the basil is magnificent. But look at the
wall behind you—the plaster has peeled away to show the four-
teenth-century brickwork. It’s like the house is peeling an or-

ange."
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"The house is falling down because my nephew is a lazy
goat,” Rosa snapped, though the fierce line of her mouth
softened around her gold hoop earrings. She glared down at
me, shaking her espresso spoon like a conductor’s baton. "And
you! You sit there like an Englishman at a funeral. Feed her, or

[ will come back with a wooden paddle."

"I am currently trying to navigate the olive oil, Rosa," I said,
offering a deferential nod. "Which, I assure you, is receiving my

undivided adoration."

"Meno chiacchiere, piu trofie," the old woman grumbled,
making a swift, floury sign over the bread before turning on her
orthopedic heel to scold a table of Dutch tourists three tiers

down the stone staircase.

Sophie picked up her fork, twirled two green coils of pasta,
and took a bite. A small, contented hum rose in her throat—a
sound that reliably unspooled whatever tension had gathered
in my shoulders between London and Genoa.

"All right," she admitted, swallowing. "She was right about

the basil. It tastes like cold pine nuts and bruised sweet herbs."

"She’s seventy-six and runs this cliff like a Venetian admir-

al," I said, reaching across to wipe an errant dot of dark green
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emulsion from her lower lip. "You don't cross Rosa Caddeo

when garlic is on the line."

Sophie watched my finger pull away, her smile growing re-
flective. The breeze lifted the collar of her chunky cream sweat-
er, fluttering the terracotta hem of her cotton skirt against the
iron table legs. "It’s ridiculous, isn't it? Five years today. We
should be at some hushed restaurant with silver cloches and

three different courses of microgreens."

"God forbid," I said fervently. "I promised you a real adven-

ture for year five. Not an endurance trial with white gloves."

"Is that what we have?" She tilted her chin, tapping her in-
dex finger against her left collarbone—her telltale cadence
whenever an untangled thread was working through her

thoughts. "An adventure?”

"I think so," I said, leaning back into the wicker chair. "I
mean, look at us. We got lost twice coming out of the car rental
lot, my shoe was stepped on by a goat at the toll booth, and
your luggage spent an hour strapped to the roof of a Fiat
Panda. But we’re here. Love isn't the itinerary tucked into the
plastic sleeve, Soph. It’s the loose change we find in the lining
when we have to make do. It’s making the ordinary mess feel

like we discovered the place ourselves."
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Sophie stared at me, the warmth in her green gaze soften-
ing into something tender, slightly guarded, and painfully

young. "You really believe that, don't you?"
"With every pat of my empty pockets," I said, smiling.

She looked down at her lap, her fingers tracing the hem of
her sweater. "Sometimes... when we’re back home, and it’s just
the Tuesday bins, and the radiator that rattles in the hallway,
and the same four chicken thighs baked with lemons on
Thursday night... I get this ridiculous knot in my chest. Like
the days are running through an open shutter too fast, and one
morning we’ll wake up and realize we became comfortable in-

stead of alive."

The confession hung between us, as quiet and sudden as a
shadow crossing the water. My chest tightened with that famil-
iar, hollow thrum—the private fear that my steady, unhurried,
slightly bumbling nature was too dim a backdrop for someone
who saw the world in brilliant, saturated primary colours.

"Hey," I said gently, leaning forward until our knees touched
under the table. "You don't have to capture every single second
to keep it from slipping away. And you don't have to be afraid

of Tuesday. Tuesday is my favourite day of the week, because
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you always sing that dreadful nonsense song while you sort the

dark socks."

She let out a breathy, uneven laugh, her dimples showing.

"It is not dreadful nonsense. It is a traditional Scottish lament."

"It has no vowels and you made up the tune to annoy the
cat." I gave her hand a squeeze. "Look. To prove to you that
your husband can master both domestic dependability and

Mediterranean panache, observe."

I straightened my shoulders, rolling down the cuffs of my
denim shirt with theatrical flair, and drove my hand down into

the right pocket of my chinos.

The cottage key—a glorious, heavy iron lever key attached
to a carved olive-wood sardine on a thick brass ring—was not

there.
I paused, keeping my face steady. I patted the left pocket.
Empty.

I reached around to the hip pockets. Nothing but a folded
slip of receipt paper and a dried sprig of wild thyme.
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Sophie’s eyes narrowed with

blooming suspicion. "James?"

I performed the three-beat pat-
down again, more frantically this
time—right thigh, left thigh, hips,
jacket lining. My fingertips struck

only smooth cotton and air.

A cold splash of sea-spray hit my

stomach as memory delivered its ver-

~ James

dict with sickening precision: an hour
ago, beneath the wild lemon trees on
the headland trail, I had set the brass ring down on the flat
stone coping of an iron gate so I could free both hands to un-

tangle her camera strap from an overhanging bough.

"James," she repeated, her voice dipping an octave into

laughing peril. "Tell me you didn't."

I cleared my throat, forcing the apologetic half-smile that

had failed to save me from parking tickets in four different lan-

guages.
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"The good news," I said, rising from the table and tossing a
handful of euros down beside the decimated basket of focaccia,
"is that I know with ninety-eight percent certainty where our

home for the next seven nights is currently unlocked."

Sophie adjusted the strap of her
rangefinder across her chest, groan-
ing in theatrical agony as we stepped
down off the trattoria's terracotta ter-
race into the cool, narrow shade of
the caruggi. "Ninety-eight percent?
What happened to the other two per-

cent, James?"

"The other two percent accounts for stray seagulls with an
eye for carved timber," I admitted, guiding her by the elbow
around a washing line draped in bright striped beach towels.
"It’s on the gatepost at the top of the cliff path. You know,
where the wild lemons were hanging over the perimeter wall.
The place where you made me hold that branch for eight
minutes so you could capture the translucent veins in the

leaves."

"Oh, so now the light is my fault?" She swung around to face

me as we entered the small, flagstoned piazza, walking back-
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ward with the effortless grace of someone entirely uncon-
cerned with gravity or cobblestones. The afternoon heat was
beginning to thicken, hanging between the pastel yellow and
pink walls of the village like warm silk. "You had one job,
darling. 'Carry the key, James." 'Don't let the key out of your
sight, James.' 'The landlord lives in La Spezia and won't drive

back down the mountain until tomorrow morning, James."

"I remember the lecture vividly," I said, catching her by the
wrist before she collided with an iron bollard shaped like a dol-
phin. "Which makes my present failure all the more artistic.
Look, we have two choices. We sit on the church steps for four
hours until Signor Moretti finishes his siesta and answers his
telephone, or we walk up the donkey trail right now before the
sun drops behind the headland."

Sophie stopped, turning to gaze up the steep, winding spine
of the cliff. Far above the village roofs, perched on the chalk-
white prow of Punta di Ferro, the octagonal tower of the aban-
doned lighthouse rose against the pale blue sky like an ivory
finger. Patinated bronze fittings along its cupola caught the
high sun, sending a single, razor-sharp needle of gold flashing

down across the olive groves.

"We walk," she said immediately.
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"Soph, it's four hundred vertical feet of loose gravel and wild

fennel in eighty-degree heat. You’re wearing espadrilles.”

"They have vulcanised rubber soles," she retorted, already
turning toward the trailhead with an eager, brisk stride that
put my sensible suede desert boots to shame. "Besides, Rosa
told me Aldo worked that lighthouse for forty years before the
maritime authority boarded it up. Have you seen the lantern
housing? It’s an original 1888 Barbier, Benard, et Turenne Fres-
nel lens. If we get up there before the twilight turns indigo, the

refraction across the bay will be completely unreal."

"We are going for a key, Sophie," I
said, hurrying to keep pace as the
stone alley gave way to a rough,
packed-dirt path bordered by dry
stone walls and sprawling cactus
pads. "A utilitarian piece of brass
meant to allow us inside to brush our

teeth and go to sleep. Not a photo-

graphic expedition."

"Everything is an expedition if you have eyes, James," she
shouted back over her shoulder, her voice floating down

through the lemon foliage.

13
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I looked at the slant of her back—the stubborn, beautiful
angle of her chin, the bright flag of her hair against the cream
wool of her sweater—and felt the familiar, quiet ache of my
own inadequacy turn into something lighter, warmer, and
helplessly affectionate. I was a man who mislaid door keys and
forgot dry cleaning; she was an engine of pure curiosity that
refused to allow the world to remain dull.

"Wait," 1 called out, my thighs already burning on the
switchback as the town fell away below us, its tiled roofs
shrinking into a patch of terracotta shingles beside the blue
basin of the sea. "Wait, Soph—pace yourself. You’re going to

burn out before we even hit the cypress grove."

"I never burn out," she laughed, her hand flying out to catch
a dry branch of wild rosemary, crushing the needle-thin leaves
between her fingers to breathe them in. "Come on, James! The
universe just gave us a detour. Don't be so terribly English

about it!"

We climbed. The caruggi faded into silence, replaced by the
dry, rhythmic rasp of cicadas and the distant, rhythmic slap of
swell against the base of the cliffs. The air smelled of baked
slate, wild sage, and the sharp, alkaline tang of sea salt crust

drying on the rocks below.
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By the third switchback, my denim shirt was sticking to my
spine, and my calves were tight, but every time I opened my
mouth to suggest a breather, Sophie would pause just ahead,
the lens cap already off, framing an old stone goat shelter or
the way an olive tree twisted like an arthritic knuckle around

an iron fence.

"Look at that," she whispered, not raising the camera to her
eye this time, just pointing with the metal barrel toward the
peak. "It looks like the end of the world up there."

"It’s just a decommissioned navigation beacon," I panted,

wiping my forehead with the back of my wrist.

"It’s not,” she said softly, her
thumb brushing the knurled metal of
her rangefinder. "It’s a place that used
to tell everyone out in the dark that
somebody was keeping watch. That
matters, James. Even when the light
goes out."

I looked at her, the wind off the
headland whipping a stray strand of

auburn across her lips, and swallowed

the dry knot in my throat. "Yeah," I
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said, reaching out to take her free hand, our fingers locking

with five years of habit. "It matters."

B T e s e

The iron gate of Punta di Ferro stood five paces ahead,

wedged between two crumbling pillars of pitted limestone.

The wind had gathered strength as we crested the ridge,
smelling fiercely of deep water and kelp. The perimeter was

ringed by rusted iron scrollwork, twisted into ornate Victorian
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maritime anchors that were flaking red scale onto the gravel.
Beyond it, the octagonal tower soared seventy feet into the vi-
olet dusk, its whitewash scoured down to the grey stone by

decades of winter storms.

"There," I breathed, pointing toward the flat top of the stone
pillar to the right of the gate hinge. "Tell me you see it."

The carved olive-wood sardine gleamed softly in the low,
horizontal rays of the setting sun, sitting precisely where I had

abandoned it beside a cluster of dried sea lichen.

"You see?" I said, puffing my chest out with immense, un-
earned vindication. "Calculated placement. I left it in high re-
lief against the limestone so it couldn't possibly be over-
looked."

"You left it because you dropped your sunglasses,” Sophie
said, but she was smiling, her dimples deep and teasing as she
stepped close to the gate to peer through the iron bars. "Oh,

James—Ilook at the lantern room. Look at the lens."
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High above, the sunset was hitting
the multi-tiered glass prisms of the
Fresnel lens, breaking the amber
light into dozens of thin, brilliant
beams that swept across the interior
gallery floor. But beneath the main
drum of glass, mounted on a patin-

ated bronze collar, was an unusual,

secondary prism—a dense, hexagonal
block of cut glass, dark as smoked topaz, catching the sea-glare

with a strange, oily green iridescence.

"That shouldn't be there,” she murmured, lifting her
rangefinder and adjusting the focus with a swift, fluid flick of
her wrist. "Aldo's system was standard maritime oil, then con-
verted to electric in thirty-two. That prism isn't navigational. It

looks like... like an astronomical instrument."

"Fascinating," I said, stepping up to the gate. "Now, let’s col-

lect the thing that keeps us from sleeping on a park bench."

The gate, heavy and corroded, was chained shut from the
inside with a modern, hardened steel padlock. I slid my arm
through the rusted scrollwork, stretching my fingertips across

the rough masonry of the pillar. The wind whipped off the cliff,
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chilling the sweat on my neck. My knuckles strained, inching

across the lichen.

"Two more inches,” Sophie urged, leaning against my

shoulder to watch. "Go on, you’ve got long fingers."
My middle finger tapped the wooden sardine. It wobbled.
"Gently, James—"

"T have it," I grunted, hooking the brass ring with the tip of

my nail.

A sudden gust of offshore wind slammed the iron gate an
inch forward on its rusted hinge with a screech like tearing
metal. The gate shuddered against the stone. My hand jerked,
my knuckles slipping across the slick, damp moss.

The brass ring skittered across the limestone ledge.
"Catch it!" Sophie cried.

I lunged, but my fingers only clipped the tail of the wooden
fish. It spun off the coping, dropped three feet through the air,
and struck the cast-iron drainage grating set into the flag-

stones of the gate threshold.
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For half a second, the keys hung caught between two rusted
slats. Then, with a bright, hollow *clink-clink-clink*, they
slipped through the gap and vanished into the black, subter-

ranean cistern beneath the headland.

Silence rushed back, filled only by the distant, mocking hiss
of the surf three hundred feet below.

Sophie slowly lowered her camera. She looked at the empty
stone ledge. She looked at the iron drain. Then she turned her
face up to meet mine, her green eyes wide with an emotion
hovering precariously between absolute disbelief and uncon-

trolled hysteria.
"They're in the cellar,” she whispered.

"Undercroft," I corrected automatically, my throat parched.

"It’s technically an undercroft drainage basin."

Before Sophie could deliver whatever devastating marital
verdict she was preparing, the heavy crunch of gravel behind
us shattered the twilight.

A sleek, silver luxury SUV stood parked thirty yards down
the private service road, entirely concealed until that moment
behind a dense screen of coastal pines. Its driver’s door clicked

shut with the dull, expensive thud of German engineering.
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A man stepped into the path, walking toward us with meas-
ured, unhurried ease. He wore an unlined cream linen blazer
that billowed slightly in the coastal draft, stone-coloured
trousers, and dark brown calfskin driving loafers that made no
sound against the flint stones. His silver-streaked dark hair was
brushed smoothly back from a high, aristocratic forehead, and
an immaculately trimmed goatee framed a thin, patient mouth.

He stopped ten paces away, raising one knuckle to adjust
his horn-rimmed glasses, amber eyes assessing us with cool,

amused detachment.

"Amico mio," Gianluigi Rossi said,
his English accented with the precise,
icy cadences of a Milanese board
meeting. "The trail ends at the village
boundary line. There are three separ-
ate signs posted in Italian, English,
and German regarding the Capo di

Rame headland."

Sophie blinked, stepping slightly
@i“”z“[gz Rossi behind me, though her hand re-

mained firmly anchored on the strap
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of her camera. "The gate was open to walkers last month. We

read about the historical access in the municipal guide."

"The municipal guide," Rossi said, offering a small, pitying
smile that didn't reach his amber eyes, "is an obsolete docu-
ment, signorina. As of yesterday, Punta di Ferro is under the
direct administration of the Rossi Real Estate Consortium. In
three days, at the summer solstice, the public tender expires
and this will be private property—the future site of Residenza

Faro."

He stepped closer, the sea breeze carrying the scent of ex-
pensive bergamot and dry paper. His gaze dropped from my
dust-streaked denim shirt to Sophie’s espadrilles, then settled

on the iron grating between our feet.

"This is an active survey zone," Rossi said softly, his voice
dropping into smooth, bureaucratic authority. "Trespassing
carries an immediate five-hundred-euro fine, and our security
personnel do not negotiate with tourists. You will turn around
now, descend the trail, and spend your holiday elsewhere. Be-

fore my patience becomes a legal matter."

22
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CHAPTER 2

Beneath the Lens

' I ' he sound of Rossi’s luxury tyres grinding through the

pine needles faded down the switchback trail, leaving be-
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hind the sour tang of high-end exhaust and the far cleaner,

sharper bite of wild fennel.

I didn’t move until the red glow of his tail-lights had bled
entirely out of the maritime pines. Then, performing my ha-
bitual three-pocket patdown out of sheer, unthinking despair—
finding only my handkerchief, our rental car receipt, and two

wrapped lozenges—I sank onto the cracked flagstones.

"Five hundred euros,” I muttered, flattening my chest
against the cold slate. "We have been in this municipality for

six hours, Sophie, and we are already professional fugitives."

"He was posturing, James. Bureaucrats always puff up their
plumage when they're hiding something cheap.” Sophie was
already on her knees beside the iron drain, completely un-
bothered by the damp lime dust coating her terracotta skirt.
"Look through here. Quickly, before the twilight goes flat."

The drainage grate was roughly two feet across, an archaic
web of pitted iron mortared directly into the foundation ma-
sonry. Below it lay a sheer drop of six or seven feet into a
murky cistern basin. The smell rising up was rich with ancient

damp, rotting seawrack, and cold subterranean limestone.

25

w



‘x.};a%

g“““

"I can't see a bloody thing," I said, squinting into the gloom
while reaching blindly into the scrub behind me. My fingers
found a fallen olive branch—stout, crooked, but whip-flexible. I
dug into my pocket, extracted the twist of garden wire I'd
pocketed earlier that morning to mend the strap of Sophie’s es-
padrille, and began binding a clumsy crook onto the branch’s
tapered tip. "If I drop this branch in there, Sophie, I am offi-
cially declaring the keys an offering to Neptune and we are
sleeping in the boot of the Fiat."

"You won't drop it," she murmured. She leaned dangerously
close over the gap, holding her black-bodied rangefinder mere
inches above the iron slats. She clicked the shutter ring, dialing
down to a half-second exposure, and held the glass steady
against the iron. "Wait, James—just look at this light! The re-
flection from the water below is acting like a silver bounce
board."

Above us, on the upper catwalk of the lighthouse tower, a
sharp, white spear of halogen suddenly slashed across the
darkening sky.

*Private security.*

[ instinctively grabbed the hem of her chunky cream knit

sweater, pulling her flat beside me against the flagstones. We
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held our breath, cheek to cheek against the cold stone, while
the flashlight beam swept leisurely across the rusted anchors
of the perimeter gate, illuminated a spray of sea-lavender, and

drifted lazily toward the service sheds.

"Very stealthy," Sophie whispered into my collar, her breath
tickling my stubble with the scent of Caddeo’s lemon granita.
"Like two slightly rumpled panthers."

"l am an accountant, Sophie. Panthers have dignity and
health insurance." I eased forward again, slipping the olive
branch between the corroded bars. "Tell me where to angle it.
I’'m flying blind."

Sophie squinted down through the viewfinder, her thumb
flicking the slow mechanical advance. "Left. Two inches more
to your left. There's a ledge of calcified silt down there... wait."
Her fingers found my wrist, her grip tightening until her nails

bit through my cuff. "James. The keys aren't on the stone."
"Don't tell me they're in the muck."

"They're hooked on something. A metal flange." Sophie
lowered the camera, tapping her index finger against her col-
larbone in that rapid, staccato cadence that meant her mind

had jumped the tracks of ordinary logic. "There’s a heavy

27
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bronze bezel embedded in the drain wall. And set inside it...
oh, it’s cut glass. It’s another hexagonal prism, James, identical

to the smoked topaz up in the lantern gallery!"

"A lighthouse keeper doesn't hide antique optics in a sewer,
Sophie."

"Aldo wasn't just a keeper. Rosa said he was an astronomer

before the war. Down. Dip the hook three inches down!"

I guided the olive branch lower into the velvet dark. The tip
scraped against gritty stone, then caught on something yield-
ing yet firm. Through the wood, I felt the distinct, hollow rattle

of the brass ring against the carved wooden sardine.

"I have the fish," I grunted, sweat stinging the crinkles at

the corners of my eyes. "I definitely have the fish."

"Gently," she breathed, hovering over the aperture. "The ring
is wedged right beneath the bronze rim. If you pull straight,
you'll lift both."

I held my breath, the muscle in my left forearm quivering as
I eased the branch upward. The wood bowed, taking the sur-
prising, dense heft of the bronze fitting. The silhouette rose
through the twilight—first the pale olive-wood fish, then a
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heavy, circular bronze mount containing a thick, smoky crystal

that drank what little purple remained of the sky.

"Almost," Sophie whispered, reaching two fingers through

the grate to meet it. "Half an inch—"

Beneath my elbows, the mortar didn't simply crack; it dis-

solved.

The weight of our bodies, combined with the disturbance of
the silt ledge below, proved entirely too much for the hundred-
year-old timber framing supporting the drain basin. With a
wet, splintering groan like a rowboat breaking against a reef,

the rotted wooden undercarriage gave way.
The flagstones tilted violently.
"James!" Sophie gasped.

I threw my right arm around her waist, dropping the branch,
but there was no purchase to be had on the slick limestone.
The world inverted in a rush of dust, tearing ivy, and cold air.
We slid down a steep, curved chute of slick stone flagstones
like children down a coal cellar, plunging headlong into the
hollow belly of the headland.

N e e S
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The slide ended in a sprawling drift of dry, powdered shell

and coarse sea gravel.

I hit first, taking the brunt of the landing across my
shoulders and hips, my scuffed desert boots kicking up a
powdery fog. A split second later, Sophie landed directly on top
of me with a soft, breathy *oomph*, her knit sweater tangling
in my buttons, her curls spilling in a fragrant, unruly wave

across my mouth and nose.

For five long seconds, the only sound was our synchronized,
ragged panting and the muffled, cavernous thrum of deep wa-

ter surging against hollow stone somewhere below our feet.

"Sophie?" I croaked, spitting out a strand of auburn hair.
"Sophie, speak to me. Are your ribs intact? Can you move your

toes?"

She didn't answer immediately. I frantically reached into my
trouser pocket, thanking every saint in Liguria that my metal
penlight hadn't slipped out during the descent. I clicked it on,
the narrow yellow beam slicing through the limestone dust. I
swept it over her—checking her knees, her elbows, the fragile

sweep of her collarbone.
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Sophie pushed herself up on her forearms, sitting back on
her heels amidst the shell drift. Her cream knit was smeared
with slate dust, her terracotta skirt was twisted round her
knees, and there was a smudge of black soot across the bridge

of her freckled nose.

She looked at me, looked at the jagged hole twenty feet
above us where the twilight showed through the iron bars like a
postage stamp, and then her mouth curved into that wide,
helpless, radiant dimple smile. She began to laugh—a low, bub-

bling sound of absolute, unvarnished triumph.
"We caught them," she said.

"We have fallen into a sinkhole on private property while
evading armed surveillance,” I said, my voice deadpan as I
levered myself up on one elbow, wincing at the scrape across
my palm. "That is not generally considered catching anything.

That is being caught by gravity."
"No, look!"

She reached down into the drift beside my hip. Her fingers
came up holding the brass keyring—the wooden sardine
slightly chipped at the dorsal fin, but entirely intact. And
gripped in her other hand was the heavy bronze bezel.

31

w



‘x.};a%

g“““

I took the object from her, surprised by its sheer, startling
mass. It was nearly the size of a saucer, machined with im-
maculate marine precision, the patinated bronze ring enclos-
ing a hexagonal prism of deep, charcoal-smoked quartz. As I
turned the penlight against its faceted edge, a series of micro-
engraved figures leaped out along the bevelled brass rim: num-
bers, degrees, and coordinates, followed by a tiny stamped an-
chor and the letters *R.M.—1943*.

"Regia Marina," I murmured, the historian in me momentar-
ily suffocating the panicked husband. "This wasn't civilian

lighthouse equipment. It’s military."

"Aldo wasn't just watching for storms," Sophie whispered,
leaning against my shoulder, her fingers tracing the cold glass.

"He was tracking something else entirely."

She pulled her own small penlight from her camera pouch

and swept the beam across the chamber.

We weren't in a simple well. We were sitting on a wide, elev-
ated shelf of dry, calcified rock inside a vast natural sea-cave.
Ancient chisel marks scored the walls where Italian sappers
had widened the chamber decades ago. Thirty paces ahead, the
ledge tapered off into an inky, sloshing pool where the black
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Ligurian sea pulsed through an underwater fissure, heaving

with a rhythmic, sucking sigh.

The beam stopped. "James," Sophie said, her voice dropping

all teasing irony. "Over there. In the niche."

In the back wall of the ledge, sheltered beneath an over-
hanging rib of dry limestone, a square recess had been carved
into the living rock. Sitting inside it was a heavy brass cylinder,
green with thick verdigris, sealed at the top with a thick plug of
cracked, dark red beeswax. Stamped prominently into the oxid-

ised metal was the same anchor emblem as the prism.

Sophie rose to her feet, moving toward the recess with the
instinctive, quiet reverence she usually reserved for Renais-

sance frescoes in Florence.

"Sophie, wait," I said, scrambling up after her, my boots slip-
ping slightly on the gravel. Every sensible instinct honed
across seven years of corporate compliance screamed at me to
find the maintenance shaft, hammer on the iron with a rock,
and let Rossi’s goons drag us out. "We shouldn't touch that. We
need to find the access hatch before the tide turns. Look at the
water line on those lower boulders—the swell is rising. We
bang on the hatch, we pay Rossi his five hundred euros, and we

let the Carabinieri sort out the local history."
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Sophie reached the niche and paused, her hand hovering an
inch above the verdigris-crusted cylinder. She turned her face
toward me in the penlight's glow. Her clear green eyes were
wide, unclouded by fear, glowing with that electric, unstop-
pable curiosity that had first utterly disarmed me in a rainy

London bookshop five years ago.

"If Rossi opens that gate,” she said softly, "this gets cata-
logued as commercial salvage. It gets buried in an archive, or
worse, put in a glass case in the lobby of a gated condominium
called Residenza Faro' to amuse tax evaders over gin and ton-
ics. Aldo left this here, James. He left the prism in the drain
where only someone looking down through the foundation

would ever see it."

She looked at me—really looked at me—not as a tired hus-
band who lost the keys, but as the partner she trusted to leap
into the dark with her.

I swallowed, the dry knot in my throat easing into some-
thing warmer, looser, and undeniably foolish. I looked down at

my ruined desert boots, then at the heavy brass cylinder.

"He sealed it with beeswax," I said, stepping up beside her

and taking out my small pocketknife. "Which means whatever
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is inside doesn't like salt water. Hand me your sweater sleeve so

we can wrap it."

T e

The path along the sea-cave’s lower ledge was narrower
than it had appeared from the drift.

The limestone shelf wound along the cavern wall, barely
eighteen inches wide in places, slick with black algae and wet

salt spray. Below us, the sea surged through the blowhole with
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an echoing, percussive boom that rattled the fillings in my

teeth, sending cold sprays of ocean mist drifting into our faces.

I took the lead, keeping my body between Sophie and the
open water, testing every slab of rock with the toe of my boot
before letting her place her foot. My right hand was locked se-
curely around hers, our fingers slick with brine and lime dust,
but bound with the absolute, unspoken certainty of five years

together.

"Step exactly where I step,” I shouted over the thunder of
the surge. "The dark patches are sea lettuce. It’s like stepping

on buttered glass."

"Understood!" she called back, her
voice bright despite the deafening
roar of the blowhole. Aldo's heavy
brass cylinder was tucked firmly into
the deep side pocket of her knit
sweater, held secure against her ribs
by her forearm, its weight swinging
with her stride. "Look at the roof,

James—there’s an iron conduit run-

ning along the seam!"
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I angled my penlight upward. High above the water, rusted
iron staples had been hammered into the cave ceiling at three-
foot intervals, carrying what remained of an insulated copper

wire toward the seaward mouth of the cavern.

Ten paces farther along, the ledge widened into a flat, dry
alcove that sat well above the high-water mark. And there,
bolted directly into the sheer vertical face of the cliff wall, was
a maintenance ladder. Its iron rungs, though corroded with
rust, looked thick as ship's chain, leading straight up toward a

square ceiling hatch set into the rock twenty feet above.

"Emergency cliff exit," I breathed, letting out a laugh that
sounded far more relieved than heroic. "It must lead out to the
lower coastal donkey path, below the private estate fence.

We’re out, Soph. We’re completely clear.”

"You first," she said, squeezing my hand. "You're taller. You

can push the hatch."

"No, you get up the ladder first," I said, turning her toward
the bottom rung. "If a rung gives way, I’'m underneath you. Go

on. One hand for yourself, one for the tin."

Sophie swung herself onto the lower rungs with that light,

nimble grace that always made my own movements seem
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hopelessly clumsy. She climbed briskly, her espadrilles finding
the iron notches without hesitation, her auburn waves boun-

cing against the collar of her dust-streaked sweater.

[ followed two rungs below her, my boots ringing dull on the
metal, the thundering resonance of the blowhole growing
louder and more violent as the swell pushed higher into the
chamber behind us. A great plume of white foam erupted from
the fissure, drenching my trousers to the knee in freezing sea-

water.

"Hurry, Soph!" I shouted. "The tide’s pushing through the

bottom!"

Sophie reached the maintenance platform—a small, grated
iron landing suspended just below the square rock ceiling. She
reached up with both hands, pressing her flat palms against the
heavy iron trapdoor that sealed the shaft.

"It’s loose!" she called down, her face looking back over her
shoulder, flushed with exertion. "I can feel the sea wind

through the seam, James! It smells like pine needles!"

She braced her boots against the platform and threw her
weight upward. The heavy iron hatch shifted with a grinding

shriek, lifting an inch. A sharp, sweet blade of cool mountain

38

a‘)ﬁ%‘ﬁg

&?ﬁf(‘ﬁ



-

gm

air cut through the cavern's suffocating brine. Above us, the

stars blinked through the opening.
Then, a sudden, blinding glare extinguished the stars.

A heavy boot came down hard on the outside of the iron

cover.
*SLAM.*

The hatch crashed back down against its stone frame with
the force of a guillotine, the shockwave vibrating through the
iron ladder and rattling down my spine. Sophie gasped, jerking

her hands back as the metal slammed flush against the rock.

Before either of us could draw breath, the sharp, hollow
*click-clack™ of a heavy brass padlock snapping shut echoed
through the iron plate.

"Chi c'e?" a harsh voice barked from above, speaking rapid,
guttural Ligurian into a two-way radio. "Sento rumori sotto la

grata di servizio. Portate la torcia grande!"

Sophie froze on the upper platform, her knuckles white
against the iron rung, her wide green gaze dropping down

through the darkness to meet mine.
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Below us, thirty feet down in the pitch black, the blowhole
shuddered as an immense wall of black sea water rushed into
the cavern, and the cold foam began surging relentlessly up the

stone ladder toward our knees.
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CHAPTER 3

Nonna Rosa’s Kitchen

' I ! he black water did not merely lap; it hit the lower rungs

like a dropped anvil. A frothing sheet of brine slammed

s
s
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into the small of my back, shocking the breath straight out of

my lungs with its bitter, subterranean cold.

"James!" Sophie's shout was swallowed by the subterranean

boom of the blowhole.

"Get up onto the ledge!" I barked, tasting salt and old iron.
The water was already surging around my ribs, buoyant and
murderous, tugging my desert boots toward the churning dark
below. I shoved upward, planting my hands beneath the soles
of her espadrilles, hoisting her with everything I had left until
she scrambled off the metal rung and onto the narrow lip of

dry limestone directly beneath the roof joists.

She flattened herself against the rock, her soaked terracotta
skirt plastered to her legs, shivering so violently her teeth

clicked. "Take my hand—James, grab on!"

I hauled myself up beside her, the ledge scarcely wide
enough for our hips. The sea rose another foot in three seconds
flat, swirling around our shins, spitting foamy yellow scum over
our knees. Overhead, the heavy iron plate of the hatch sat flush
against the rock, sealed tight by that cursed new brass padlock.
Footsteps crunched above us on the scree—a radio crackled

with static, a guttural voice demanding a crowbar, moving away
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toward the main path. The guard had locked it and gone for
backup.

"We have about four minutes before the swell hits the ceil-
ing," I said, my voice steady only because panic had frozen the
gears of my throat.

"The padlock’s on the outside," Sophie gasped, her wet au-
burn curls clinging to her temples. "The hasp is bolted straight

through the granite, James. We can't hit it from here."
"Not the hasp. The frame."

I thrust my hand into my sodden chinos, bypassing the
drowned lump of my wallet, and yanked out the second
hexagonal prism we had fished from the drain. The heavy
bronze bezel was three-eighths of an inch of patinated 1943
naval brass—thick, tapered at the edge, and harder than the
rotted Victorian ironwork around the hatch rim.

"Hold my belt," I told her, wedging my shoulder against the
dripping ceiling. "Don't let me slip."

"I have you," she whispered fiercely, both hands locking into
the loops of my trousers, her knuckles digging into my spine.
"Go!"
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I rammed the angled bronze flange of the prism straight
into the hair-thin gap between the iron hatch and the salt-
eaten limestone sill. Metal screeched on stone. It bit. Two
inches of bronze slipped into the seam, creating an improvised

lever right beside the rusted hinge bolt.

Beneath us, the cave groaned. A massive, towering swell
gathered in the outer darkness, rising like a dark muscle out of
the blowhole. The water reached my chest, stinging cold, lifting

us both off our footing.
"Now, Soph!" I roared. "With the wave—heave!"

Sophie threw her entire body upward, shoving against my
lower back, her boots bracing on the slick rock while I threw
my weight against the bronze prism, using the fulcrum of the
sill to torque the iron plate. The surging water lifted us, adding

its terrifying hydraulic shove to our straining muscles.

For a second, nothing gave. My knuckles screamed, skin

tearing against the jagged granite.
Then came a violent, earsplitting *CRACK*.

The ancient hinge pins, eaten hollow by eighty years of sea

salt, sheared clean off. The iron hatch tore open like the lid of a
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tin can, flipping back into the scrub brush above with a hollow
thud.

The sudden rush of cool night air hit us like a benediction.
Overhead, a patch of deep violet sky opened up, sharp with
cold stars and the scent of crushed wild fennel.

I grabbed the stone lip of the opening, muscles burning, and
hoisted Sophie through first. She scrambled out into the dirt
on hands and knees, dragging the verdigris cylinder securely in
her sweater pocket, then spun around and grabbed my wrists

with desperate, salt-chafed hands.
"Kick!" she cried. "Kick off the ledge!"

I kicked, the receding wave trying to claw my boots back
into the dark, and lunged forward over the lip of the hole. We
tumbled together into a sprawl of sea lavender and sharp lime-
stone gravel, gasping, coughing up mouthfuls of bitter brine,
our chests heaving against the quiet earth.

The blowhole hissed behind us, venting a geyser of white

sea spray that misted harmlessly into the dark air.

Sophie collapsed sideways against my shoulder, shuddering
with laughter that was half shock and half wild, electric relief.
"Happy... happy fifth anniversary, darling."

45

w



-

gm

"Remind me," I wheezed, rolling onto my back and staring
up at the dusting of stars, "to book a city break next year.

Somewhere with carpet and elevators."

[ instinctively reached into my pocket, tapping the familiar
cadence against my thigh. My phone came out dripping, a brick
of useless dead glass, sea water trickling from the charging

port.
"Dead," I muttered.

Sophie rolled over, her green gaze bright in the starlight,
and gently touched the grazed skin of my knuckles. "We're
alive. The cylinder is dry inside the wool. And you," she smiled
that lopsided dimple smile, "just broke a lock with an eighty-

year-old piece of glass."

"Naval brass," I corrected, closing my eyes for one glorious
second. "And sheer marital terror."

Ry nedliod S

The narrow *caruggi* of the lower village were silent as
catacombs at one in the morning, their towering pastel facades
leaning together overhead like gossiping grandmothers. Water

dripped steadily from the hem of my chinos, leaving a trail of
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dark, damp commas on the cobblestones. Sophie walked
pressed against my flank, her teeth still chattering beneath the
wet wool of her knit sweater, while the cottage key with its

wooden sardine jingled softly against the bronze prism in my
fist.

Every nerve in my neck was prickling. A block ahead, a
sweep of white halogen cut across the stone archways. The low,
guttural rumble of an idling diesel engine rumbled off the

plaster.

"Rossi's private security,” I murmured, pulling Sophie back
into the shadow of a blooming jasmine trellis. The perfume of
the flowers was almost suffocatingly sweet after the sulfurous
reek of the blowhole.

A white patrol vehicle—a heavy four-wheel drive with com-
mercial consortium decals plastered on the doors—crawled
past the intersection, its spotlight sweeping the shuttered win-
dows of the bakery before turning toward the marina.

"They're guarding the piazza," Sophie whispered, clutching
the brass cylinder against her stomach. "Matteo said the coun-
cil vote is in two days. If Rossi catches us with this, he won't

call the police. He'll just take it."
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"Not on my watch," I said, though my shivering knees un-

dermined the bravado somewhat.

A soft, sharp whistle cut through the darkness from an

arched stone doorway ten feet ahead.
*Whew-wheep.* A tongue clicked twice behind teeth.

We both froze. A tall, lean figure stepped out of the black
mouth of an old boat shed. Matteo Balbi wore his faded yellow
Vespa shirt and carried a heavy iron wrench in one grease-
stained hand. His sea-green eyes narrowed as he took in our

dripping, seaweed-streaked state.

"Madonna mia," Matteo muttered under his breath, step-
ping forward and yanking us both by our elbows into the deep
cavern of the boathouse. The door clicked shut behind us,
plunging us into the scent of pitch, motor oil, and drying nets.
"Look at you two. *Giacomo*, what did I say about keeping your
head down? Did you try to swim to Corsica?"

"The key fell down the foundation grate," I said, clearing my
throat with a dry, sheepish rasp. "Then the grate fell. Then the
floor fell."

"And then we found this," Sophie said, stepping forward.
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She carefully pulled the heavy, wax-sealed cylinder from
her pocket, the verdigris gleaming dull and pale under the

single bare bulb hanging from the rafters.

Matteo’s casual smirk vanished instantly. He froze, the iron
wrench slipping an inch in his fingers, his gaze fixed on the
cracked crimson beeswax at the top of the tube. His eyes
tracked down to the stamped anchor emblem and the tiny,
hand-struck initials beneath it: *A.C. - R.M. 1943*

"Santissimo cielo," Matteo breathed, his voice dropping into
a register I hadn't heard from him before. He reached out a
thumb, barely skimming the crust of green verdigris, not daring
to lift it from Sophie’s hands. "That is Aldo’s seal. The keeper.

Rosa’s brother."

"We found it twenty feet beneath the tower,” Sophie said,
her voice taut with urgency. "Locked in a dry niche above the
blowhole. Matteo, Rossi’s men padlocked the hatch behind us.

They know someone was down there."

"They know someone was poking around,” Matteo corrected
grimly, looking toward the high street. "Rossi brought six hired
thugs down from Genoa this evening on the late train. He’s
closing off the public path to Punta di Ferro at dawn, claiming

a geotechnical cliff collapse. If he controls the ground when
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the solstice assembly meets, nobody can challenge his land

claim."

He slipped his wrench into his back pocket and grabbed a
dry canvas sailcloth from a workbench, throwing it gently over
Sophie’s shivering shoulders.

"We cannot open this here,” Matteo said, his eyes alight
with sudden, fierce focus. "And we cannot let the consortium
see you. Come. We take the cistern tunnel under the fish mar-
ket."

"Where are we going?" I asked, patting down my pockets to
make sure the prism and the cottage sardine hadn't vanished

through a hole in the lining.

"To the only person in this valley who can tell you what
Aldo hid,"” Matteo whispered, easing open the rear door into a
dark, stone-paved service alley. "And you better pray she
doesn't hit you with her rolling pin first."

\ﬁy%%t\,w 5, 4‘\.;&4
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The kitchen of Trattoria Caddeo was warm, smelling in-

tensely of simmering rosemary, toasted garlic, and cooling
polenta, but the atmosphere turned Siberian the moment the
back door clicked shut behind us.

Nonna Rosa Caddeo stood behind a vast, scarred flour table,
her petite frame rigid in a dark floral cotton apron over an in-
digo house dress. A dusting of white semolina coated her fore-
arms up to the rolled elbows. In her right hand, she wielded a

tapered olive-wood rolling pin like a broadsword.
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"Matteo," she snapped, her dark, sharp eyes darting from the
mechanic to our sodden clothes, her raspy voice crackling like
dry vine shoots. "What garbage have you dragged through my
pantry? Seawater on my tiles? I scrubbed these at four this af-
ternoon! Are these the English from the terrace cottage? Why
do they smell like dead crabs?"

"Nonna, calm down,” Matteo began, raising both hands de-

fensively. "They were at the lighthouse—"

"Tourists!" she spat, making a violent swipe through the air
with the rolling pin that caused me to take a reflexive step
backward onto Sophie's toe. "Prowling around the headland
while that swine Rossi measures our graves! Did he pay you to
come snoop through my kitchen, eh? *Madonna santissima!™*"
She shook an espresso spoon from the table directly at my
empty pockets. "Get out before I call the parish priest to throw

holy water on you!"

Sophie didn't retreat. She simply took my hand, stepped for-
ward into the warm circle of light beneath the copper pans, and
gently nudged my elbow.

I cleared my throat, stepping up to the flour-dusted table.
The room was utterly still save for the ticking of a grandfather

clock in the corner. I reached down into the deep pocket of my
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denim shirt, pulled out the heavy bronze bezel containing the
hexagonal prism, and set it squarely in the middle of her dust-
ing flour. Beside it, with both hands, I placed the long verdigris

cylinder, turning it so the dark red beeswax seal faced her.

I swallowed, the conversational Ligurian I had spent six
painful months memorizing in London rising to my lips,

clumsy and earnest:

"*Signora Rosa. Non siamo con Rossi. Abbiamo trovato

questo... nel cuore della scogliera. Appartiene ad Aldo.*"

The silence that followed was so absolute you could hear

the oil popping in the pilot light of the range.

Rosa didn't scream. She didn't shout. The wooden rolling
pin slipped from her fingers, striking the flour sack with a soft,
muted *thump*.

Her sun-browned face, lined with seventy years of coastal
sun, seemed to lose ten years of fierce defense in a single
heartbeat. Her jaw trembled. Her hand rose, trembling, and
with flour-dusted fingers, she traced the sign of the cross over
her breast, then reached out to touch the cracked crimson

beeswax.
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"The anchor," she whispered, her voice fracturing down the

middle, slipping into pure, thick dialect. "*Lancora di Aldo.*"

A tear carved a clean, pale groove through the flour on her
cheek.

"They said he stole it," she said, her voice dropping into an
old, aching hollow that filled the whole quiet kitchen. She
didn't look at us; she looked through the brass cylinder, staring
fifty years into the past. "In 1948. Rossi's grandfather was the
mayor then. A corrupt little toad with gold cufflinks. He wanted
to sell the headland to the naval yards for scrap. Aldo... my
brother was only twenty-four. He said the light belonged to the

fishermen, to the open sea, not to the ledger books."

She touched the anchor seal again, her thumb stroking the
cold wax. "Aldo took the founding charter. The royal maritime
grant from 1888 that preserves the headland as common
ground forever. One night, he went up to the lantern room to
hide it. A storm was blowing from the southwest. When the sun
came up, Aldo was gone. His boat was found smashed on the
rocks below Punta di Ferro. And the elder Rossi told the whole
town that my brother had sold the deed to smugglers and

drowned in his own greed."
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Sophie stepped forward, her voice rich with tender warmth.
"He didn't sell it, Rosa. He hid it in the foundations where Rossi

could never reach. He kept it safe for you."

Rosa wiped her face briskly with the corner of her apron, the
momentary vulnerability instantly hardening back into the
granite stubbornness of a woman who had fought a village

council for fifty years.

"He hid the papers," Rosa said, her eyes flashing like pol-
ished coal. "But you cannot read them without what is inside
the tower. Aldo built a double lock. The cylinder only holds the
ledger coordinates. The true grant... the seal of the Crown... is

locked in the central housing of the Fresnel lantern itself."

"The consortium has a high-security lock on the lantern
door," Matteo said, leaning over the table, his brow furrowed.
"Rossi had a specialist from Milan install a modern steel dead-

bolt last winter. You can't pick it."

Rosa let out a sharp, theatrical scoff that rattled the
hanging copper ladles. "A modern deadbolt! Bah! Rossi is an
idiot who thinks the world began when he bought his first

sports car.”
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She turned, untying her apron with sharp, decisive jerks,
and marched across the kitchen toward a massive, four-foot-
tall stone flour bin that sat in the arched masonry alcove be-

side the bread oven.

Matteo and I exchanged a bewildered look. Sophie leaned
forward, her green eyes wide and utterly transfixed.

Rosa rolled up her sleeves, planted her feet, and plunged
both hands deep into the mountain of soft, white semolina
flour. She dug like a terrier, flour billowing into the air around
her gray chignon in soft, powdery clouds, her shoulders strain-
ing as her arms disappeared past the elbows into the cold stone

grain.

A muffled clink of iron on stone echoed from the bottom of
the bin.

With a grunt of triumph, Nonna Rosa pulled her hands out.

Flour cascaded off her forearms, showering the terracotta
floor, but in her right fist, pristine and gleaming with a dull,
heavy yellow luster, was a massive eight-inch master key made
of patinated nineteenth-century brass. Its barrel was fluted like

an ancient Greek column, its bit cut into a complex, intricate
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maze of stepped wards that looked like the battlement of a me-

dieval castle.

She slapped the heavy key down onto the kneading table. A
small puff of white semolina erupted across Aldo's cylinder.

Rosa looked straight at me, her sharp dark eyes pinning me
to the floor with an intensity that made the air in my lungs feel

completely still.

"Fifty years I have kept this in the grain," she said, her voice
low and uncompromising as the tides. "My brother gave his life
for the light. In thirty-six hours, Rossi signs the theft into law
—unless you put Aldo's light back in the sky."
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CHAPTER 4

The Belfry Chart

M atteo had promised that the town hall cellar during si-

esta was safer than an empty confessional, but he

hadn’t mentioned the floor wax. It smelled violently of syn-
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thetic lemons and curdled turpentine, applied with enough oily
generosity to turn the ancient slate pavers into a skating rink.
Up near the street-level iron grate, Matteo sat propped against
a salt-eaten radiator, his deck shoes dangling over an open
light-well while he whistled an airy, syncopated tune through
his teeth to drown out our footsteps.

"Remember, Giacomo," Matteo whispered down through the
wrought iron, his curly hair framing the pale afternoon square
above like a halo of dried seaweed. "Signor Baratta sleeps until
three-fifteen. If he wakes up, he doesn’t shout—he just weeps
into his espresso because paperwork gives him indigestion.
Take row four. The maritime partitions are under the blue
cloth."

Sophie was already two strides ahead of me, her terracotta
skirt swishing against the damp limestone foundation. She had
a way of moving through forbidden spaces that was entirely
devoid of guilt, treating three centuries of civic bureaucracy
like an unusually dusty flea market. I caught the sleeve of her
knit sweater just before she collided with a towering oak
shelving unit that leaned at the drunken angle of an old galle-

on's ribbing.
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"Row four," I murmured, my thumb finding the warm hollow
of her wrist. "And please don't touch the overhead wires. They

look like they were wired during the reign of King Umberto."

"They're fine, darling," she said softly, offering that quick,
lopsided dimple smile that made the musty cellar feel suddenly
weightless. She pulled a folded scrap of paper from her pocket
—the pencil rubbing we’d taken from the base of the naval
prism. "Seven-four-eight stroke forty-eight. Aldo scratched it

right under the Regia Marina anchor mark."

I turned sideways, easing my shoulders between two rows of
swollen, water-stained crates that exuded the faint, sweet de-
cay of damp cellulose and centuries of wild fennel trapped in
dry masonry. The shelving stretched thirty paces into the sub-
terranean dark, groaning beneath hundreds of cracked leather

folios tied with rotten hemp twine.

"Here," I said, shining the small beam of Matteo’s pocket
torch along the shelf lip.

The folios were arranged by tax district, labeled in fading
sepia calligraphy that had bled into the paper during the floods
of sixty-six. My fingers traveled past *Saline*, past *Vigneto
Alto*, until the stamped brass placards stopped at *Ufficio De-
manio Marittimo: 1945-1950%*.
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Sophie was beside me in an instant, her shoulder pressing
comfortably against mine. Together, we slid the heavy volume
free. It was bound in stiff, grease-darkened pigskin that shed
flakes of rust-colored binding powder over my olive khakis. We
hauled it onto a tilted sorting lectern, where the pale beam of
filtered sunlight from the street grate caught the dust motes
spinning lazily around our heads.

Sophie turned the leaves with slow, reverent precision. The
pages were thick and stiff as salt cod, crackling like dry autumn
brush under her fingertips. She skimmed the parish manifests:
net licenses for the anchovy fleet, winter slipway leases, dis-
puted olive groves on the lower terraces. Her gaze was swift
and intent, moving down the numbered ledger columns with
the quiet ferocity she usually reserved for darkroom contact

sheets.

"Folio forty-eight," she whispered, her voice tightening with

focus. "Section C. Punta di Ferro."
She turned the page.

My chest tightened. The entry header was there, written in
bold, iron-gall script: *Regio Decreto 1888 — Servitu di Faro e
Scogliera*. Beneath it should have rested the full boundary
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transcript, the parish seal, and Aldo’s surveyor survey notes

from the autumn before his disappearance.
Instead, there was only a clean, surgical void.

A sharp blade had run straight down the inner gutter, mere
millimeters from the binding twine. The entire parchment folio
had been excised with mechanical, merciless precision. All that
remained was a ragged, quarter-inch strip of stiff vellum cling-
ing to the stitches, its severed edge as straight and white as a

fresh scar.

"He got here first," I said, a dry, bitter taste filling my mouth.
Gianluigi Rossi hadn’t merely hidden his family’s papers in
Genoa; he had sanitized the municipal record at the root. "The

whole deed. Sliced out."

Sophie didn't curse. She didn't drop her shoulders. She
leaned in closer, her cheek nearly touching the ancient timber
of the stand, her lips parting as she studied the crime scene.
Then she tapped the side of her thumb against her chin, that
quiet gesture she made when an exposure was completely
wrong and she was already figuring out how to rescue the neg-

ative.
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"He had a sharp knife,” Sophie murmured, "but he was in a

hurry. Look, James."

She reached down, slipping her fingers under the remaining
stub of parchment, and turned the stub back. Beneath the ex-
cised folio lay the heavy, unprinted vellum blotter that the re-
gistry clerks had used in the late forties to absorb excess ink
from the heavy dip pens.

The light from the high window struck the fibrous surface at
an oblique angle. Across the gray, fibrous paper ran an intricate
network of deep, colorless grooves—the heavy, rhythmic pres-
sure of a steel nib driven hard into vellum seventy-six years
ago, pressed so firmly that every sweeping ascender and furi-
ous crossing of a *t* had left its blind ghost stamped into the

absorbent skin beneath.

"He took the paper,” Sophie whispered, her dimple re-
appearing, sharp and fierce in the raking light. "But Aldo
pressed hard."

W el A

"We can't just rub a pencil over seventy-year-old municipal
vellum, Soph," I said, keeping my voice low as the distant

sound of a church bell struck three from the piazza above. "If
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the clerk wakes up and finds the archive blotter smeared with
graphite, he won't weep into his coffee. He'll call the carabin-

ieri."

"I am not going to touch the original paper, James. I'm not
an animal,” she said, already unhooking the leather neck strap
of her rangefinder.

She worked with the effortless, tactile confidence she al-
ways possessed when surrounded by mechanical glass and
brass. Her fingers gripped the knurled bayonet ring of her fifty-
millimeter lens, twisting it a quarter-turn until it unseated
with a soft, precise *click*. She flipped the lens around, holding
the rear element backward against the bridge of her nose,
transforming the high-grade optics into an extreme, macro-

magnifying loupe.

"Matteo left a pad of butcher's tracing paper in the crate by
the door," she said without looking up, her eye pressed to the
reversed glass, her breath misting slightly on the barrel. "Go
get it. And find that carpenter's pencil you've had tucked be-

hind your ear since breakfast."

I reached up automatically, sheepishly feeling the flat, ce-
dar-clad pencil nestled behind my right ear. "I forgot it was
there."
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"I know, my darling. That’s why I love you. Hurry."

I ducked back between the leaning oak shelves, fetched the
translucent, waxy roll of tracing paper from Matteo’s toolkit,
and tore off an eight-inch square with as little sound as the
tearing paper would allow. When I returned, Sophie was lean-
ing over the folio like an engraver, her loose auburn waves
tucked behind her ears, completely lost in the micro-landscape

of the parchment fibers.

"Hold the corners down," she directed softly. "Keep the ten-
sion completely flat. If it shifts even half a millimeter, the re-

gistration will blur."

I anchored the four corners of the waxy paper with the heels
of my hands, leaning my weight across the heavy pigskin cover.
My face was inches from hers; she smelled of sea spray, cedar
dust, and the orange blossom soap from the stone sink in our

cottage.

Taking the thick, soft 4B carpenter's pencil, I angled the
lead until the wide, flat facet lay almost parallel to the vellum. I
took a breath, letting the steadying rhythm of a dozen home
renovation projects take over my hands, and began to sweep

the graphite back and forth in gentle, rhythmic strokes.
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*Scritch. Scritch. Scritch.*

The grey dust caught the raised rims of the paper where the
steel nib had stretched the fibers. For several seconds, there
was only a messy, charcoal fog. Then, like an image rising
through the pale amber bath of a darkroom tray, the blind im-
pressions began to reject the lead, leaving white, luminous

tracks across the silver field.

"Slower," Sophie whispered, her hand resting warmly on the
back of my neck, her fingers steadying me. "Tilt it more to the

left. The stroke is coming down."

Letter by letter, a bold, agitated Ligurian hand pulled itself
out of the silence of 1948. It wasn't the dry, sterile legalese of a
bureaucrat; it was the sharp, slashing handwriting of a young

man writing with the tide coming in behind him:

*La luce non appartiene ad alcun uomo; dove il raggio del
solstizio colpisce il pesce di rame, Aldo custodisce il cuore.*

I stared at the white cursive floating in the graphite field,
translating the words aloud under my breath: "'The light be-
longs to no man; where the solstice beam strikes the copper
fish, Aldo guards the heart."
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"The copper fish," I said, the puzzle pieces clicking together

with an audible snap in my mind. "The weathervane."

Sophie lowered her reversed lens, her green eyes wide and
illuminated by a sudden, brilliant realization. "The harbor bell
tower. San Terenzio. The little Romanesque chapel down on
the seawall—it doesn't have an iron cross on the spire. It has

an antique copper sea-bass that swings with the mistral."

"Aldo didn't leave the coordinates in the ledger for Rossi to
find," I said, feeling the sudden prickle of heat behind my ribs.
"He used the registry book to point directly to the harbor
tower. The sun at the solstice hits the tower first, bounces

down to the slipway—"

"And the bell tower overlooks the lighthouse path,” Sophie
finished, her face utterly transformed by that radiant, conspir-
atorial grin that always made me feel as though we were the
only two people alive in the hemisphere. "He split the lock. The
key from Rosa’s flour bin fits the Fresnel casing, but the optical
coordinates to align the beam are hidden in the copper fish."

She clicked the lens back onto her camera body with a sharp
snap of the bayonet mount. Leaning across the desk, she raised

the viewfinder to her eye and squeezed off three rapid,
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rhythmic frames, the mechanical focal-plane shutter purring

like a contented cat in the archive gloom.
*Click-whirr. Click-whirr. Click-whirr.*

"Three macro exposures," she said, tapping the camera body
against her ribs as she slipped the tracing paper into my inner
shirt pocket. "Even if Rossi buys the town hall and burns the

foundations to ash, Aldo's handwriting is in the silver."

From the top of the stone stairs, Matteo let out a sharp,

two-note whistle—the warning trill of an osprey spotting a net.

"Time's up, English,” Matteo's voice floated down, muffled
through the floorboards. "Baratta just sneezed. Move your

boots."

N Lo e N
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The transition from the cool, tallow-scented gloom of the

archive cellar into the four o'clock Ligurian sun felt like step-
ping directly into an open furnace. The light hit the white
marble stairs of the town hall with a glare so intense my eyes
watered, bleaching the pale pink facades of Piazza San Teren-

zio into flat planes of blinding pastel.

Instinctively, my hand went to my chinos, patting down my
pockets in three rapid, rhythmic checks: wallet, lens cap, the

heavy iron cottage key with its wooden sardine, and the folded
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square of tracing paper tucked securely behind my ribs.
Everything was there. I reached out with my free arm, catching
Sophie's elbow to guide her down the worn, convex marble
steps that had been polished slick by two centuries of civic foot
traffic.

"Three minutes to the harbor,” she murmured, shielding her
eyes with a hand, the green irises contracting to pinpricks
against the azure brilliance of the bay. "If we take the caruggi
behind the bakery, we can reach the bell tower before the sac-

ristan locks the belfry gate for vespers."
"Not quite so briskly, Signora Moore," a voice said.

The voice was like chilled prosecco poured into a cut-crystal
glass—smooth, cultured, entirely devoid of haste, and carrying
the precise, unhurried cadence of a man who had never in his

life been told that his appointment was canceled.

Gianluigi Rossi stepped out from the wide, leafy shade of
the plane trees bordering the municipal portico. He looked en-
tirely undisturbed by the midday heat, wearing an unlined
cream linen blazer that drape-tailored over his shoulders
without a single crease, a sky-blue poplin shirt open two but-
tons at the throat, and dark calfskin loafers that made no

sound against the flagstones. Flanking him like two dark, heavy
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bookends were two men in dark summer suits—municipal
councilors by the look of their tricolor lapel pins, their faces

sweating profusely behind gold wire-rimmed glasses.

Rossi was holding a small silver cafe tray with two sweating,
heavy-bottomed tumblers filled with dark, amber liquid and
thick slices of bitter orange.

"A warm afternoon for historical research," Rossi said, des-
cending two steps to meet us, his amber eyes glittering behind
his horn-rimmed glasses. He offered the tray with an elegant,
paternal tilt of his head. "San Pellegrino chinotto. With a little
crushed mint. There is nothing better for washing the dust of
postwar tax manifests from the throat, don't you agree...

James?"

Hearing my own name roll off his tongue with such effort-
less, dismissive familiarity felt like a cold key sliding down my
spine. I didn't reach for the glass. Sophie remained beside me,
her knuckles resting lightly on the brass housing of her camera
strap, her shoulders squared with that unmistakable, defiant
stillness she adopted whenever a stranger presumed to manage

her space.

"Signor Rossi," I said, clearing my throat and adopting the

dry, politely flat tone of a London surveyor who had dealt with
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ambitious borough developers for a decade. "I didn't realize the

local consortium held siesta hours on the town hall steps."

Rossi laughed, a rich, melodic sound that caused the two
councilors behind him to offer nervous, synchronized chuckles.
He set the silver tray on the low stone balustrade, adjusted his
horn-rimmed glasses with the second knuckle of his right
hand, and let his gaze drift down my denim shirt, lingering for
half a second over the breast pocket where Aldo’s tracing paper

lay against my ribs.

"A town like this has no siesta when its future is being
forged, amico mio," Rossi murmured, his voice dropping into a
register of intimate, confidential reason. He took a slow step
closer, close enough that I could smell the subtle, expensive
citrus-vetiver of his cologne over the salt wind from the mar-

ina.

Across the open cobbles of the piazza, parked squarely in
the red-painted loading zone reserved for the harbor master,
sat a midnight-blue Alfa Romeo SUV with darkened rear glass
and the chrome badge of a private security firm out of La
Spezia. The front passenger window was rolled down three
inches; through the gap, a man in a black polo shirt sat watch-

ing us, a digital radio clutched loosely in his fist.
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Rossi followed my gaze with an indulgent, faintly pitying
smile. "A charming place, our little corner of the gulf. But fra-
gile. So very fragile for visitors who do not understand our loc-
al geography. The Ministry of the Interior takes a remarkably
dim view of foreign tourists who force municipal locks or
meddle in disputed public archives. One brief call to the pre-
fect in Genoa regarding irregular activities... and suddenly an
anniversary holiday ends in an administrative deportation or-
der. Visas revoked. Passports flagged. A great deal of unpleas-
ant paperwork for two people who simply wanted to enjoy our

pesto.”

Sophie took a half-step forward, her voice dropping into
that dangerously clear, cool pitch that usually signaled an im-
pending disaster for whoever was arguing with her. "Is that
what your grandfather told Aldo Caddeo before he drowned, Si-

gnor Rossi? That the light was just 'unpleasant paperwork'?"

Rossi’s smile didn’t falter, but the amber in his eyes turned
suddenly opaque, cold and ancient as sea slate. He didn't look
at Sophie; he kept his focus entirely on me, leaning in until his
voice was barely more than a murmur against the sea breeze,

sharp enough to cut clean through the summer warmth.
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"My grandfather understood what the Caddeo family could
never grasp, James," Rossi whispered, his fingers curling gently
around the cold glass on the balustrade. "Some lost things are
deliberately buried. They are buried because they are broken,
because they belong to an era of poverty and hunger that this
coast has spent fifty years trying to forget. We do not dig up
graves to preserve the dirt. We pave them, so that modern
prosperity can finally take root."

He tapped the rim of his glass with a manicured fingernail.
The high, crystalline *ting™ lingered in the hot afternoon air
like a struck bell.

"The public tender closes at noon tomorrow,” Rossi said
softly, stepping aside just enough to clear the steps down to
the harbor, his smile returning, razor-sharp and completely
pitiless. "Take your lovely wife to Portovenere for dinner. Drink
the Vermentino. Watch the sunset from a safe distance. Be-
cause if you go near that headland tonight, I assure you... there

will be no one left in this village to find your keys."
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CHAPTER 5

The Hidden Negative

' I ' he limestone steps inside the San Terenzio campanile

turned in a relentless, corkscrewing spine of ancient sea-

quarried rock, each riser dished out in the center by eight cen-
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turies of devout, calloused feet. The air smelled of cold mortar,
desiccated laurel leaves, and the sharp, iodine bite of the Medi-

terranean riding up the hollow throat of the tower.

"Eighty-four,” I muttered under my breath, my sand-col-
oured desert boots slipping an inch on a patch of wind-blown
grit before finding purchase against the curve of the central
newel. "Eighty-five. If anyone asks, Sophie, this is technically

our anniversary cardio."

Ahead of me, the hem of her terracotta midi-skirt swished
against the whitewashed masonry. "Cardio is an urban myth in-
vented by people who don't have bell towers, James," she
tossed back, though her breath was growing shallow, catching
on the edges of the ascent. She hitched the leather strap of her
rangefinder higher onto her collarbone. "Matteo said one hun-
dred and twenty. Keep counting. And stop hovering behind my

hips like a nervous sheepdog."

"I am not hovering. I am practicing defensive mountaineer-

ing."

The staircase groaned with every rising draft. The seaward
wall was punctured only by slit lancets, narrow as bowmen's ar-
rows, which sucked in the late-afternoon gale with a low, or-

gan-pipe drone that vibrated through the soles of my shoes. At
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step one hundred and twelve, the limestone surrendered to
massive beams of salt-bleached chestnut, bolted together with
crude iron brackets that had flaked into bright orange rust.
Above us, the great bronze mouth of the harbor bell hung sus-
pended in the rafters, silent, dark, and terrifyingly heavy,

smelling of green verdigris and forgotten storm warnings.

We reached the belfry threshold, and the world abruptly ex-
ploded into blinding turquoise, violent wind, and absolute, un-

fettered space.

Sophie took three brisk steps out onto the open wooden
catwalk that skirted the parapet, her auburn waves whipping

instantly across her face. Then she stopped.

It wasn't a slow halt; it was a total, rigid seizure of motor
function. Her spine stiffened into stone. Her left hand flew out,
grasping desperately at empty air before her knuckles caught
the rough, hip-high limestone balustrade. The wooden plank-
ing beneath our feet shuddered under a sudden southwesterly
gust off the gulf, sixty feet of sheer vertical drop yawning
between the open balusters straight down to the jagged sea-

teeth and foam-spattered rocks of the cove.

"James," she choked out. The word barely carried over the

roar of the surf below.
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Her knees buckled. Her weight pitched forward, her
knuckles whitening against the crumbling mortar as her body
reacted to the terrible optical pull of the open void. The vast
Ligurian horizon—stretching in a dazzling, curved shield of
hammered silver toward Corsica—had stripped away every ho-

rizontal reference point she relied upon.

I didn't think about my usual clumsy feet or the fragile bal-
ance of the boards. I crossed the two yards between us in a

single lunging stride and stepped flush against her back.

I planted my boots wide against the outer joists, slid my
arms under hers, and locked my hands flat over her ribcage,
pulling her back until every square inch of her spine was

pressed hard against my chest.

"T’'ve got you," I said directly into the crown of her head,
where her hair smelled of almond soap and salt wind. "Feet flat,
Soph. Look at my shoes. Look right down at the suede. Nothing
is moving. I am entirely immovable. A dull, heavy English oak."

She gasped, her fingers clawing into the denim covering my
forearms, dragging air into her lungs in sharp, ragged hitches.
Her ribs fluttered beneath my palms like a trapped swallow.
"The... the floor," she whispered, her chin tucked tight against
her chest. "It's floating. The whole bay is tilting sideways."
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"It's just the earth spinning slightly faster than Genoa
would like,"” I murmured, leaning back slightly to pull her
weight further out of the drop, tucking my chin over her trem-
bling shoulder. "Breathe with me. In through the nose. Four

counts. Come on. One... two..."

Her shoulders rose, trembling violently against my chest,

then dropped on the exhale. "You're absurd."

"I'm an anchor. A remarkably handsome, ballast-grade an-
chor. Stay right here. Don't look at the water. Look straight

ahead at the iron bracket."

Just above the parapet rail, bolted into the external corner
masonry by three forged iron pins, sat the pivot shaft of the
copper sea-bass weathervane. The metal fish was nearly four
feet long, green with decades of sea spray, its hammered scales
trembling as its tail fin swung three degrees north-northwest
in the harbor gale. At the base of the iron mounting spindle,
half-choked by dried moss and gull down, a rectangular open-
ing had been chiseled into the ashlar—an old drainage pocket

for the iron pivot, completely invisible from the piazza below.

"You see it?" I whispered, keeping my grip iron-clad around
her waist, my thighs braced against the parapet wall to form a

physical cage around her. "Right beneath the dorsal fin. Reach
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out, Soph. I have your center of gravity. You cannot fall unless

you take two hundred pounds of stubborn husband with you."

She swallowed hard. I felt the rhythm of her breathing
change—the artist's stubborn curiosity reasserting its domin-
ion over raw physical terror. Slowly, deliberately, she unpeeled
her right hand from my wrist.

She reached forward. Her fingertips brushed the moss, par-
ted the brittle stems of wild sea fennel clinging to the stone,

and slipped into the dark recess beneath the iron pivot.
Her breath hitched. "There's metal."
"Can you grip it?"

"It's wedged. Wait—there’s a release pin. An old spring clip."
Her fingers worked with fierce, delicate precision. With a dry,
metallic scrape that cut through the whistling wind, she drew a

long, tarnished cylinder from the masonry throat.

It was not brass like the sea cylinder on Rosa's kitchen table.
It was a flat, octagonal sleeve of rolled zinc, bound at both ends
with lead solder that had been carefully split along a seam dec-

ades ago, then tucked back to keep the moisture out.
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With her back still anchored tight against my chest, Sophie
used her thumbs to pry back the lead flap. Inside, wrapped in
grease-impregnated butcher's cloth to protect it from the salt
air, lay a heavy parchment document folded into sharp, accor-

dion quadrants.

I caught the lower edge of the cloth as the wind snapped at
it like a terrier. Together, shielded between our bodies, we

teased the folds open.

It wasn't a standard civic parchment. It was a pristine 1948
naval hydrographic chart, drafted in indigo ink with hand-
ruled elevation lines spanning from the San Terenzio belfry
across the open roadstead to the jagged finger of Punta di
Ferro. Across the lower quadrant, stamped with the purple
crest of the Regia Marina and signed in the bold, slashing hand

of Aldo Caddeo, was an intricate geometric alignment draft.

It mapped the precise optical focal lengths between this
tower, the harbor chapel’s copper fish, and the twin hexagonal
prisms of the lighthouse—showing how the light from the set-
ting solstice sun would refract through the central Fresnel lens

to illuminate the hidden cavity within the pedestal core.

The coordinates weren't just numbers. They were the key to

opening the lantern itself.
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The paper rattled violently in the wind, a dry, chattering
sound like locust wings that threatened to shred the fifty-year-
old linen along its folds.

"Hold the top corner," I commanded, shifting my footing on
the catwalk and dropping down to one knee, pulling Sophie
down with me so we were crouched below the level of the stone
balustrade. The wind shrieked overhead, thwarted by the heavy
parapet, leaving us in a turbulent pocket of shelter that

smelled of powdered mortar and old tallow.

I spread the surveyor map across the flat denim of my
knees, pinning the lower corners with the brass heels of my

desert boots.

Aldo’s draftsmanship was breathtaking in its mechanical
severity. Every concentric ring of the Punta di Ferro Fresnel as-
sembly had been hand-rendered in microscopic detail, showing
the brass cogwheels of the clockwork rotation drive and the
hollow bronze spindle beneath the mercury float bath. But
smack in the center of the central housing, shaded in cross-

hatched red ink, was a cutaway chamber labeled in tight, im-
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maculate Italian: *Archivio Demaniale 1888 — Custodia della

Corona.*

"The royal grant,” Sophie whispered, her vertigo forgotten
as her fingertips traced the red ink. Her auburn hair had come
completely undone from its pins, whipping across her cheeks
in wild curls. "Rosa was telling the absolute truth. It isn't in the
town registry. It never was. Aldo didn't hide a copy—he locked

the original deed inside the actual rotating optic."

"Look at the margin note," I said, pointing to a pencil scrib-
bling beside the meridian coordinate. "To access the pedestal
vault, the two prisms must be seated simultaneously during
the solstice alignment. The refracted beam releases the bimet-
allic thermal catch in the base.” I looked at her, my mouth dry.
"It's an optical combination lock. We don't just need the key
from Rosa's flour bin. We need the lantern room. We have to be
inside the light tower when the sun touches the horizon to-

morrow."

Sophie didn't answer immediately. Her gaze had drifted over
the stone lip of the balustrade toward the harbor below. Slowly,
her expression hardened. She raised her rangefinder, bringing
the cold metal chassis to her eye, her thumb cocking the mech-

anical advance lever with a crisp, oily snick.
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"James," she said, her voice dropping into a flat, diamond-

hard monotone. "Look at the pier."

I leaned up on one elbow, peering through the gap between

two limestone balusters.

At the base of the promontory, where the narrow caruggi
opened onto the chapel’s paved courtyard, two black sedans
had cut across the pedestrian bollards, their tires squealing
against the cobbles before braking diagonally across the iron
exit gates. Four men had already stepped out onto the stones—
two municipal marshals in gray uniforms with polished leather
holsters, and behind them, Gianluigi Rossi, his cream linen
blazer stark as a bone against the violet shadows lengthening

across the harbor.

"He didn't go back to Genoa," I muttered, the breath leaving

my chest. "He had someone watching the archive alley."

"He knows we came up here,” Sophie said. She was already
lowering the camera, her fingers moving across the controls
with an icy, terrifying speed. She didn't panic; she simply ac-
celerated. With a practiced flick of her thumbnail, she flipped
the small rewind crank on the bottom plate of the rangefinder,
spinning the metal spool until the telltale *click* told her the
leader had pulled free from the take-up drum.
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She popped the baseplate off with a sharp metallic snap.
Out came the small metal canister of 35mm film—the roll con-
taining every macro exposure of Aldo's excised ledger impres-

sion from the cellar below.
"Sophie, what are you doing?"

"He's going to search us, James," she said calmly, catching
my wrist and turning my hand palm-up. She shoved the cold,
heavy film canister straight into my palm, then reached up and
tucked it deep into the left breast pocket of my denim shirt,
buttoning the flap down tight with steady fingers. "He thinks
I'm the one documenting things. He's watched me take pictures
all afternoon. He won't look at you. You're the husband who

misplaces the car keys."

"That is an unfair and deeply accurate characterization," I
said, my heart slamming against my ribs like a caged animal.
"What about the map? We can't swallow an eighteen-inch
blueprint."

"We don't swallow it." She grabbed the empty zinc sleeve,
shoved the surveyor map back inside, and pressed the lead flap
shut. Then, without a second's hesitation, she shoved the

sleeve into the side pocket of her leather camera bag, letting
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the dull gray metal poke out past the unbuckled flap in plain,

unmistakable sight.
"Sophie—"

"If we hide everything, he tears the tower apart until he
finds it," she said, her green eyes fixed on mine, brilliant and
entirely devoid of fear. "If we give him something he thinks is

the prize, he stops looking."

I reached out, catching her cold, salt-dusted fingers in mine.
I brought her knuckles to my lips, pressing a hard, lingering
kiss against the skin, breathing in the scent of her, the wildness
of her hair, the sheer, staggering bravery of this woman who

five minutes ago had been paralyzed by thirty feet of open air.

"Five years,” I murmured against her skin. "And you still

manage to turn an anniversary walk into a maritime heist."

A tiny, lopsided dimple appeared in her left cheek, brief as a
spark. "You promised me an adventure, James. You didn't spe-
cify the insurance liability." She squeezed my hand once, hard
enough to hurt, and rose to her feet. "Come on. Let's go down

and meet the landlord."

R R
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The chapel courtyard was quiet with the heavy, stifling still-

ness that precedes a coastal storm. The scent of wild thyme,
baked into submission by the day's heat, mingled with the oily
exhaust of the idling sedans. Long, violet shadows stretched
from the cypress trees across the flagstones, bisecting the an-
cient stone fountain where water trickled from a carved marble

dolphin into an empty basin.

Gianluigi Rossi stood beside the dry fountain, his hands

tucked elegantly into the pockets of his stone-coloured
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trousers, his cream blazer draped open over his sky-blue shirt.
He watched us emerge from the arched stone doorway of the
tower with the amused, indulgent patience of an adult waiting

for two errant children to finish a game of hide-and-seek.

Behind him, flanking the iron exit gates, stood the two mu-
nicipal marshals. They wore crisp, charcoal-gray short-sleeved
uniforms, their arms crossed over broad, sweat-stained chests,
their utility belts creaking with the weight of radios, batons,
and rigid plastic evidence crates resting on the gravel between

their polished boots.

"Signora Moore. James," Rossi said smoothly, stepping for-
ward as our desert boots crunched against the loose gravel of
the courtyard. He adjusted his horn-rimmed glasses with the
second knuckle of his right hand, his amber gaze sweeping over
our wind-tangled hair, my dust-streaked chinos, and the heavy
leather camera bag slung across Sophie's shoulder. "A magnifi-
cent view from the belfry, isn't it? On a clear evening, one can
almost see the lights of Livorno. But I fear the parish council
has strict regulations regarding unauthorized entry into con-

secrated architectural monuments."

"The side gate was unlocked, Signor Rossi," I said, clearing

my throat and stepping half an inch in front of Sophie, adopt-
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ing my best impression of an exhausted, slightly bewildered
British tourist whose itinerary had gone thoroughly off the
rails. "The sacristan left the latch up. We merely wanted a few

panoramic shots of the bay before dinner."

"Of course,” Rossi murmured, his tone dripping with sym-
pathetic condescension. "The English passion for picturesque
ruins is legendary. Amico mio, you must understand that I bear
you no personal ill will. But local governance requires certain...
hygienic procedures when municipal boundaries are comprom-

ised."
He raised two fingers in a languid, dismissive flick.

The two marshals stepped forward in unison, their heavy
boots crunching rhythmically on the stones. The taller of the
two—a man with a shaved head and a jaw like an anvil—exten-

ded a gloved hand toward Sophie.

"Consegna la borsa,” the marshal commanded, his voice a

flat, bureaucratic rasp. "Hand over the bag."

"Excuse me?" Sophie's voice rang out, crisp and razor-sharp
across the courtyard. She didn't step back. She pulled the strap
tighter across her shoulder. "This is private property. My equip-
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ment is insured under British maritime travel regulations. You

have no legal warrant to search my personal effects."

"Articolo 43 del Codice dei Beni Culturali,” Rossi recited
softly, stepping closer, his amber eyes glittering with cold
amusement behind his lenses. "Emergency impound of suspec-
ted historical relics removed from public maritime infrastruc-
ture. A temporary measure, you understand. Everything will be
cataloged, sealed, and reviewed by the magistrate in La Spezia
on Monday morning." He paused, his lips curving into a razor-

thin smile. "Long after tomorrow’s noon deadline has passed."

The tall marshal didn't wait for permission. He stepped into
Sophie's space, his thick fingers clamping onto the leather

strap of her camera bag.

"Don't touch her," I snapped, my voice dropping the polite
surveyor tone entirely, stepping square into the marshal's path,

my shoulder brushing hard against his chest.

The second marshal immediately moved in, a heavy leather-
gloved hand coming down hard on my forearm, pinning my
arm to my side with practiced, hydraulic force. "Fermo, signore.

Calmo."

"James, don't," Sophie said, her voice tight, warning.
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With a sharp, violent wrench, the first marshal tore the
leather bag from her shoulder, breaking the brass buckle with a
loud, ugly *snap* that echoed off the chapel walls. He set the
bag atop the plastic evidence crate and unbuckled the main

flap with coarse, impatient jerks.

Out came her spare 50mm lens, wrapped in sheepskin. Out
came two vintage lens filters, her brass cleaning brush, and her
handwritten field notebooks, their pages fluttering in the even-

ing breeze.

Then, the marshal’s hand plunged deep into the canvas side

pocket. He pulled out the octagonal zinc sleeve.

Rossi took a slow, deliberate step forward, his manicured
fingers reaching out to take the sleeve. He peeled back the lead
solder flap, slid the heavy linen parchment out by two inches,
and caught sight of the indigo naval hydrographic draft and
Aldo Caddeo’s purple Regia Marina seal.

A deep, quiet satisfaction bloomed across Rossi's face,
smoothing away the tiny creases around his goatee. He didn't
look at the technical coordinates; he simply saw the official
crest of the lightkeeper, the historical relic he assumed was the
sole remaining documentation of the headland's disputed

status.
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"Aldo was an engineer of remarkable precision,” Rossi said
softly, rolling the linen back into the zinc sleeve and tapping it
against his palm like a riding crop. "A pity his loyalty was so
hopelessly antiquated. This will be preserved in the consorti-

um’s private archive, Signora Moore. Safe from the sea air."

He glanced at the marshal, who reached back into the open
bag and pulled out the sealed brass cylinder we had hauled
from the underwater cave—the heavy, barnacle-crusted tube
resting innocently in the bottom compartment where Sophie
had deliberately left it.

Rossi smiled, holding the cylinder in one hand and the zinc
sleeve in the other, entirely convinced he held the complete

sum of our defiance.

"Take their names for the municipal registry," Rossi instruc-
ted the marshals, not bothering to look back at us as he turned
toward the waiting Alfa Romeo. "Then escort them to the vil-
lage perimeter. If they are seen within two hundred meters of
the headland before noon tomorrow, process the administrat-

ive detention."

I stood rigidly beside Sophie, my hand slowly reaching up to
pat my chest pocket in three successive, mechanical checks:

wallet, cottage key, and the cold, flat cylinder of 35mm film
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resting safely beneath the denim flap over my ribs. They hadn't
touched me. They hadn't even looked at my pockets.

Suddenly, a harsh, metallic squawk split the coastal air.

Mounted high on the corner of the chapel roof, the gray
horn of the municipal public address system crackled to life,
spewing a loud burst of static that startled a flock of swifts
from the belfry above. The feedback whined across the cove,
bouncing off the pastel facades of the harbor before settling

into a tinny, hollow mechanical hum.

A throat cleared over the wire—the pompous, nasal voice of
Mayor Baratta, echoing from the council chambers across the

bay:

*"Attenzione. Avviso straordinario alla cittadinanza. Si
comunica che, per motivi di ordine pubblico e su richiesta del
Consorzio Sviluppo Riviera, la seduta del consiglio comunale
per l'aggiudicazione definitiva del Capo di Rame é anticipata a

domani sera, alla mezzanotte del solstizio d'estate."*

The voice echoed out over the darkening water, flat, brutal,

and final.

The public tender wasn't closing at noon tomorrow.
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They had moved the emergency vote forward. We didn't

have thirty-six hours. We had precisely twenty-four.
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CHAPTER 6

Developing in the Dark

' I ! he red-tiled floor of the cottage kitchen was cold beneath
my wool socks, but Sophie paced it as though the terra-

cotta were coals. Up and down, five strides from the gas stove
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to the scarred pine dresser, pivot on the ball of her espadrille,

five strides back.

"They took the 50mm," she said, her voice pitched unnerv-
ingly low, vibrating like a plucked wire. "The sheepskin case my
dad bought me at the flea market in Camden. My notebooks.
Five years of exposure charts and scribbles, James. Gone into a

plastic box in the back of an Alfa Romeo."

"We'll get them back," I said, trying to set an empty ceramic
tumbler onto the marble counter without making a clatter. "To-

morrow, once the magistrate—"

"Stop it. Please, just stop doing that." She halted mid-stride,
her hands clenched in the thick fabric of her terracotta midi-
skirt. Her knuckles were white against the brick-red weave.
"Stop performing this breezy, unflappable English vicar
routine. They didn't misplace our luggage at Gatwick. Rossi had
two armed thugs rip my life's work off my shoulder while you
stood there offering them tea and polite deference."

A sharp pang went through my ribs, right over the pocket
where the film canister pressed against my chest. Instinctively,
my fingers twitched downward, tapping three successive
rhythms against my chinos—wallet, keys, phone. Empty.
Empty. Dead weight.
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The tap of my fingers was barely audible, but Sophie’s gaze

snapped to my hand, and something in her snapped with it.

"Stop patting yourself!" she yelled, the sudden volume
bouncing violently off the low ceiling beams. "Do you have any
idea how maddening that is? You're always checking! Check-
ing, apologizing, shuffling your feet, making a charming little
self-deprecating quip so nobody notices that you aren't actu-
ally steering! You let things happen to us, James. You treat the
entire world like a mild inconvenience you just have to pa-
tiently endure until it passes. Well, it isn't passing! We're losing
the headland. They took my work, they moved the vote to to-

morrow night, and you're rearranging water glasses!"

The words hit with the physical force of a backhand. I stood
by the counter, my thumb hooked into the edge of the marble,
feeling the blood rush hot and prickly into my neck. Five years
of biting my tongue, five years of laughing off the missed trains
and the endless waits on windy hillsides while the sun moved
two degrees across an old wall, suddenly calcified into some-
thing brittle.

"Is that what you think I do?" I asked, my voice dangerously

even. "You think I'm just an ornamental passenger?"
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"I think you'd rather lose everything we care about than
cause a scene," she shot back, stepping toward me, her chin lif-
ted, her auburn hair catching the yellow kitchen bulb. "You
hide behind being the easygoing husband. It's safe, isn't it? If
you never really plant your feet, you never have to care when

the ground gives way."

"I plant my feet every bloody day to keep you from falling
off cliffs!" The shout tore out of me before I could choke it
down. I stepped around the table, the veneer of my quiet sur-
veyor manners utterly shredded. "Who do you think keeps track
of the passports? Who pays the studio rent when you decide
three months of unpaid darkroom experiments are more spir-
itually authentic than shooting catalogue work? I don't hide
behind a joke, Sophie. You hide behind that bloody rangefind-

er!"

She flinched as if struck, but I couldn't pull the words back;
the dam had broken, spilling months of unvoiced terror into

the quiet room.

"You frame everything because you can't stand to touch it
without a barrier," I said, breathing hard, the heat behind my
eyes stinging. "You're so terrified of five years turning into ten,

of our life becoming ordinary, of waking up one morning and
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realizing you're just a woman living in an ordinary flat with an
ordinary husband, that you have to turn every stray cat and
crumbling wall into a grand, tragic melodrama. You don't live
in our life. You curate it. And the second real life pushes back

without good lighting, you blame me for not being a hero."
The words hung between us, poisonous and heavy.

The silence that followed was dreadful. Not the easy quiet
of our Sunday mornings, but a suffocating, airless void. Soph-
ie’s lips parted slightly, but no retort came out. Her shoulders,
held rigid for hours against the marshals and the climb, sud-

denly caved inward.

She turned away from me. Her arms came up, crossing
tightly over her cream knit sweater, her hands clutching her
own elbows as if trying to hold herself together. Her head
dropped.

Then came the quiet, ragged intake of air. A single, heavy
tear slipped over her freckled cheek, catching the dull overhead
bulb, followed by another. She didn't sob; she just stood facing

the dark window glass, weeping silently, entirely undone.
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I stood two paces behind her, my hands hanging useless at
my sides, feeling smaller and more wretched than I ever had in

my life.
o T

The iron bedstead in the small bedroom creaked under my
weight. The shutters were thrown wide to the night air, letting
in the faint, briny bitterness of the sea and the rustle of olive
leaves against the stone sill. On the nightstand, resting beside
the useless, waterlogged brick of my phone, sat the brass
keyring with its small wooden sardine—the foolish, cheap little

souvenir we had fished out of a storm drain twelve hours ago.
Twelve hours that felt like a lifetime.

My knuckles were scraped raw, smeared with dried mud and
zinc grease from the belfry ladder. I stared at them, listening to
the silence of the cottage. There was no pacing now. Just the
low, hollow groan of the pipes somewhere down the stone cor-

ridor.

I stood up, the floorboards cold beneath my feet, and walked

into the narrow hallway.
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Sophie was sitting on the bare terracotta tiles, her back
pressed against the lime-washed wall, her knees pulled up to
her chest inside the wide sweep of her terracotta skirt. The dim
light spilling from the open bedroom door cut across her bare
ankles. Her face was buried against her forearms, her auburn

curls tumbling forward in a wild, untidy tangle.

I didn't speak. I didn't offer a clever opening line. I just
lowered myself onto the floor beside her, letting my shoulder
press gently against hers, my spine resting against the same

cold stone.

For several minutes, neither of us moved. The wild fennel
outside the open window filled the draft with its sharp, sweet

liquorice tang.

"I'm terrified," I said softly, my voice scraping against the

quiet.
She didn't lift her head, but her breathing hitched slightly.

"I look at you," I whispered, resting my head back against
the plaster, "and you're so fierce. You see colors in a damp wall
that I wouldn't notice in twenty years. You run toward things,
Sophie. You plunge into the water, you climb the tower, you

care with this enormous, terrifying energy. And I'm just... the
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man who brings the spare batteries. I spend half my life terri-
fied that one Tuesday you're going to look across the kitchen
table, see me struggling to remember where I left the car keys,
and realize how thoroughly ordinary I am. That you'll realize

I'm not enough to fill the frame."

A small, choked sound came from her knees. Sophie slowly
raised her head. Her green eyes were bloodshot, the skin
around them blotched with red, her freckles stark against her

pale cheeks.

She looked at me, not with fury, but with a raw, aching vul-
nerability that made my chest tighten. Slowly, deliberately, she
leaned sideways, letting the full weight of her head rest against

my shoulder.

"You idiot," she whispered, her voice cracked and small. "You

absolute idiot."

[ brought my arm around her, pulling her close, feeling the

warmth of her knit sweater against my side.

"I photograph everything," she said, her fingers finding the
cuff of my denim shirt and twisting the fabric into a tight knot,
"because I feel time slipping through my fingers like water.

Every perfect afternoon, every time you laugh at some terrible
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radio commercial, every morning you bring me black coffee in
bed—I feel it rushing past, and it terrifies me. I think: *If I don't
catch this, if I don't freeze the silver grains on the paper, it will
disappear.™ It will just fade into gray routine, and one day we'll

wake up old, and we won't remember that we were extraordin-

ary‘n

She squeezed my sleeve, her voice trembling. "I don't need a
hero, James. I never wanted a hero. I just... when they took my
bag, I felt like they stole five years of us. I couldn't see the path

forward, and I took it out on you."

I turned my face into her hair, breathing in the scent of lem-

on verbena soap and sea salt.

"The light doesn't vanish just because you put the camera
down, Soph," I said, my lips brushing her temple. "I don't need
a photograph of Camden. I remember the yellow raincoat you
wore. I remember the exact grease stain on your collar from the
fish and chips, and I remember the ridiculous song you made
up while we ran through the rain to the tube. I remember every
single second. Loving you doesn't require an archive. It just re-

quires tomorrow."

She let out a long, shuddering sigh, the tension finally leav-

ing her frame. She pressed her face into the crook of my neck,
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letting the last of her tears soak into my denim collar. I held
her against the drafty stone wall, rocking her slightly, until her

breathing leveled out into a calm, steady rhythm.

Presently, she sniffled, wiping her cheek roughly with the
ribbed sleeve of her sweater. She looked up at me, a tiny, tent-
ative flicker of her lopsided dimple appearing beneath the red
blotches.

"You really remember the Camden raincoat?"

"Bright yellow. You looked like an exceptionally obstinate

traffic cone."

She let out a wet, genuine laugh, bumping her forehead
against my chin. Then her gaze drifted down to my chest. Her
fingers reached out and tapped the buttoned flap of my shirt
pocket, where the small metal cylinder rested securely over my
ribs.

"James,"” she murmured, her green eyes sharpening with

sudden, brilliant focus. "What chemicals are in the pantry?"

[ blinked, thrown by the sudden shift in gears. "In the
pantry? Olive oil, sea salt, some stale biscotti, and... a jar of in-

stant espresso that smells like burnt rubber."
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"Is there baking soda?”

"Washing soda, actually. Under the sink. For scouring the

tile grout."

Sophie sat bolt upright, the exhaustion vanishing from her
face like mist burned off by the morning sun. Her hands caught
my lapels. "Caffeno-C. We can make a caffeic acid developer.
Instant coffee for the phenols, washing soda for the alkali ac-
celerator, and lemon juice with table salt for a mild stop and
fix. It'll be grainier than hell, but the high-contrast text on that
blotter rubbing will punch right through."

She looked at me, her face alight with that familiar, glorious
defiance that had knocked me sideways five years ago in an air-

port terminal.

"James," she said, "we're going to turn the downstairs loo
into a 19th-century chemistry lab."

L e e
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The cottage bathroom smelled like an espresso bar that had

suffered a catastrophic chemical spill.

I knelt on the cold porcelain tiles, stuffing rolled bath tow-
els along the seam beneath the wooden door until not a single
sliver of hallway light could penetrate the crack. Above the
pedestal sink, Sophie had already unscrewed the frosted globe
from the overhead fixture and replaced it with a tiny red pilot

bulb she’d unscrewed from the hot water heater's diagnostic
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panel. The tiny diode cast the room in a deep, brooding, photo-

graphic red—a darkroom of shadows and rubies.

"Check the draft,” Sophie commanded quietly. She stood
over the sink, rolling up her sleeves with brisk, surgical preci-

sion.

On the marble basin sat three mismatched ceramic soup
bowls from the kitchen: the first steaming with a pitch-black
sludge of dissolved instant espresso and cloudy washing soda;
the second filled with tap water and two squeezed lemons; the
third holding a saturated brine of coarse sea salt dissolved in

warm water to act as a crude stabilizer.

"Sealed," I said, rising to stand behind her. "Completely
light-tight."

"Right. Red light off for the spooling. Total blackout."

She clicked the wall switch. Darkness fell like a velvet cur-

tain, absolute and heavy.

In the pitch black, our other senses surged forward. The
pungent, roasted bitterness of the coffee sludge; the damp,
chalky chill of the bathroom tiles; the warm, rapid rhythm of

Sophie's breath against my bare forearm.
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"Hand me the canister," she whispered.

I reached into my unbuttoned pocket, my fingers finding

the cool, ribbed metal cylinder. I placed it into her open palm.
*Crack.*

The sound of the plastic bottle-opener prying off the metal
casing was shockingly loud in the enclosed space. Then came
the soft, velvety hiss of 35mm acetate sliding free from its felt

trap.

"Take the spool," she said, her voice dropping into that
calm, rhythmic cadence she used when loading film under
heavy winter coats. "Thumb on the center hub. Find the metal

ball bearings."

I reached out blindly, my fingers brushing her warm hands.
For all my scattered absentmindedness with train tickets and
house keys, my hands understood the physical geometry of
mechanical parts. I took the plastic spiral reel, feeling the

small raised guide notches with the tips of my index fingers.
"Ready," I whispered.

"Feeding the leader... now."
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The stiff plastic tongue slipped against my fingertips.
Slowly, rocking the two halves of the reel back and forth with a
rhythmic, ratcheting *click-clack, click-clack*, I wound the del-
icate, exposed ribbon onto the spiral. It felt impossible, fragile
as an insect's wing in the dark, thirty-six frames containing our
only proof of Aldo Caddeo's legacy, moving millimeter by milli-

meter into the groove.
"End of roll," I breathed, feeling the acetate tail snap free.
"Into the developer,” Sophie said. "Three, two, one... red on."

She flicked the small switch. The deep, ruby glow washed

back over the porcelain.

With steady, trembling tweezers, she plunged the wound
spool into the dark, steaming bowl of coffee mixture. A pun-
gent wave of roasted chicory and alkaline soda puffed into the
air.

"Agitate," she murmured, her green eyes fixed on the ceram-
ic rim, tapping her index finger against her collarbone in
double-time. "Ten seconds every minute. The caffeic acid is go-
ing to chew through the silver halides like acid. Watch the

edges, James. If it fogs, we lose the contrast entirely."
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I picked up the small plastic fork we were using as a stir rod,
gently rocking the spool in its dark broth. One minute passed.
The bathroom was so quiet I could hear the rhythmic *drip-
drip* of the showerhead behind the curtain. Two minutes.
Three.

Sophie leaned in so close her auburn curls brushed the sur-
face of the black soup. "Now. Move to the stop bath."

I lifted the dripping spool, the coffee sludge running off it
like crude oil, and dropped it into the lemon water. The citrus
tang cut through the room, sharp and clean. Five seconds.

Then into the heavy brine bowl.
"Give me the tail," she whispered.

Using the fine-tipped tweezers, she caught the edge of the
acetate ribbon and gently drew six inches of wet film up out of
the liquid, holding it directly between our eyes and the red di-
ode.

For a second, the strip appeared completely blank—a greasy,

translucent ribbon of gray plastic slick with salt water.

Then, before our eyes, the magic of the emulsion began to

crystallize.
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The dark silver-halide particles, reacting to the chemical
bath, sharpened into crisp, impossibly dense black lines
against the milky ground. Numbers. Grids. Fine, razor-thin
navigational hatches rendered with the precision of an Admir-

alty draughtsman.

Sophie let out a sharp, choked gasp that bloomed into an
ecstatic, breathless laugh. "Look at it! James, look at the resolu-

tion!"

She held the wet strip higher with trembling tweezers,
laughing in sheer triumph, her eyes wide and luminous in the
ruby glare. I caught her by the waist, pulling her against my
chest as we leaned toward the negative, our foreheads touching

over the glowing acetate.
It wasn't just a survey ledger.

Aldo Caddeo hadn't merely recorded a boundary; he had
drawn an optical schematic. The negative showed an intricate,
hand-inked cross-section of the Punta di Ferro lantern room.
At the center sat the Fresnel optic, but beneath it, etched in

fine Italian cursive, was a diagram of the two hexagonal prisms.

A single line of text was scrawled across the base in Aldo’s

heavy hand, reversed in negative white:
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*I1 faro non proietta sulla roccia 'ombra del custode, ma la
sua firma. La filigrana reale appare sul granito della cala

quando il raggio d'ebano incontra l'aurora.*

"The lighthouse doesn't project the keeper's shadow on the
rock,” Sophie read, translating in a breathless whisper, her
thumb tracing the backward script in the air. "It projects his
signature. The royal grant isn't hidden in a drawer. The water-
mark is cast directly onto the sea cliffs when the lantern is illu-

minated from behind."

"It's an optical projection," I whispered, the brilliance of the
old keeper's design breaking across my mind. "The deed isn't
paper. It's a microscopic photolithograph etched into the
quartz housing. If you align both prisms during the solstice
light, the entire four-hundred-foot cliff face becomes the legal

document."

Sophie turned her head, her face inches from mine, her
dimples deep and triumphant, her eyes blazing with absolute
wonder. "We don't need Rossi's paper. We just need to turn on
the light."

Suddenly, the red pilot light sputtered.
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A sharp, violent spark hissed from the exposed wiring above
the mirror. The red glow died, plunging the bathroom into
blackness.

Through the thin wooden window frame, the sound came
clearly from the garden: heavy boot-heels crunching slowly,
deliberately, across the patio gravel.

Then, right outside the bathroom shutter, came the cold,

oily *snick-clack* of a steel bolt-cutter severing a padlock.
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CHAPTER 7

Orchards in the Mist

' I ' he sudden dark of the bathroom was colder than the red

glow had been. In the blackness, I moved by feel, an in-

stinct born of five years of learning Sophie’s quietest gestures
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in cluttered rooms. My thumb swept across the wet porcelain
rim, finding the second hexagonal prism resting securely in its
patinated bronze bezel. I shoved the heavy, cool weight of it
into my trouser pocket, then scooped the dripping, slippery
strip of acetate negatives from the brine bowl, pressing it

between two clean paper hand towels.
"Sophie," I breathed against her cheek.

"I'm ready,” she whispered, her hands already settling
around the leather strap of her rangefinder, lifting the body
clear of the counter and letting it fall against her ribcage. "Out

the washroom grate. The frame opens outward."

A crash of splintering chestnut wood violently jarred the
front of the cottage. Boots hit the terracotta floor tiles in the
entry hall, heavy and urgent. Glass exploded near the kitchen—
a water glass knocked from the drying rack, kicked aside

without pause.
"The window," I said.

I popped the corroded brass latch with the heel of my palm.
The small, square transom window swung out into the cool
night air, opening directly onto the overgrown earth of the rear

terrace. Sophie went through first, light as a cat, her cream knit
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catching briefly on the iron stay before she dropped onto the
damp mulch outside. I folded the damp towels protecting the
negatives into my denim breast pocket, buttoned the flap tight,
and hauled myself through the opening. The stone ledge
scraped my ribs, but the dirt beneath my desert boots was soft,

rich with rotting lemon rinds and wild mint.

Behind us, inside the cottage, someone kicked open the
bathroom door. A searing white beam of halogen light slashed
through the transom, carving a bright geometric rectangle

against the yellow plaster of the exterior wall.

"They went through the back!" a voice barked, the Genoese
accent thick, rough as coarse gravel. *"Presto! Giu per le

fasce!"*
"Run," I urged, taking Sophie’s cold hand.

We scrambled over the first low retaining wall, dropping
four feet into the shadow of the lower terrace. Here, ancient
lemon trees leaned sideways under the weight of their fruit,
branches low and tangled like thick cobwebs. The smell of
crushed citrus and damp loam rose in our wake. But fifty yards
back, another flashlight snapped on, sweeping the dark foliage.
The halogen glare hit the waxy leaves, turning them into thou-

sands of blinding mirrors.
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"Over the ditch, toward the mule track," Sophie urged, duck-

ing under an overhead branch.

She vaulted toward a low tier of dry-stone wall. In the shift-
ing moonlight, what looked like solid slate was only a loose
limestone boulder balancing on washed-out clay. Her foot
struck the rounded stone; it spun beneath her heel with a hol-

low scrape.

Sophie went down sideways. A sharp, stifled cry broke from
her lips, swallowed instantly as she jammed the heel of her

hand into the mud.
"Sophie!" I dropped beside her on the sodden earth.

"My ankle," she gasped, her knuckles white around her knee.
Her breathing came fast, shallow, through gritted teeth. "It
went completely under. James, it twisted out."

The flashlight beam flicked directly over our heads, illumin-
ating the canopy of lemon leaves in an unnatural, stark green.

A heavy boot struck the stone wall thirty paces behind us.
"There! Down by the lower cistern!"

I didn't debate it. There was no time for apologies, no time

to consult a map or deliberate over three alternative courses of
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action. I hooked my arms beneath her thighs and hoisted her
upward, swinging her bodily onto my back.

"Hold my shoulders," I muttered, hauling her weight against

my spine.
"James, you can't carry me up the terraces, it's too steep—"
"Quiet. Lock your hands."

She looped her arms around my neck, pressing her cheek
firmly against my ear, her camera clutched securely in her left
fist. My thighs burned instantly as I surged forward, digging
the toes of my boots into the slick mud. Gravity and the moun-
tain pulled hard, but adrenaline cleared the fog from my brain
like cold water. I surged past the cracked stone cistern, lunging
through a gap in the wild brambles, and broke through onto
the ancient mule track that climbed steeply toward the upper
ridge, leaving the shouted curses and sweeping lights tangled
uselessly in the orchards below.

e Rk e

The old olive press shed was hollowed out of the cliffside
two hundred feet above the village, its slate roof half-swal-

lowed by wild rosemary and creeping ivy. Inside, the air was
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cool and smelled of ancient, oxidized oil, cold shale, and dried

bay leaves.

"Sit here," I said, easing Sophie down onto a wooden bench

worn silky smooth by generations of millers.

The gray light of false dawn was just beginning to seep
through the cracked timber shutters, turning the room into a
study in monochrome charcoal. Sophie sat with her back
against the curved granite wall, her face pale, the terracotta
midi-skirt gathered around her knees to reveal her right ankle.
The joint was already swollen, ballooning into a tight, dis-

colored mound against the woven edge of her espadrille.

"They'll be combing the caruggi by sunrise,” Sophie said,
leaning her head back against the stone, her eyes half-shut
against the throbbing pain. "Rossi isn't just looking for papers

anymore. He knows we have the film."

"He doesn't know where we are," I said, kneeling before her
on the stone floor. "And he doesn't know how to read the pro-

jection.”

A shadow fell across the broken doorway. I went rigid, my
hand instinctively going to my pocket, until a familiar, rasping

voice cut through the stillness.
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"Giacomo! Madonna santissima, look at the two of you."

Nonna Rosa slipped through the aperture, moving with an
astonishing, birdlike swiftness despite her orthopedic sandals.
Her dark floral apron was wrapped tight over her indigo dress,
and she carried a battered tin lunch pail and a bundled roll of

gray mountain wool under her arm.

"Matteo saw the lights at the cottage," Rosa whispered, set-
ting the tin pail on the wooden bench with a sharp clatter. "The
piazza is swarming with Rossi’s private men. The village mar-
shal is hiding behind his espresso machine pretending nothing
is wrong." She uncapped a small glass jar from her pocket, the
pungent scent of pine resin and arnica wafting out into the

shed. "Give me the leg, *poverina™."
"T've got her, Rosa," I said quietly, rolling back my sleeves.

I cupped Sophie’s heel in my palm. The skin was hot to the
touch, taut and fragile. With slow, rhythmic care, I worked the
ribbon of her espadrille free from her calf, easing the sole away
from her arch. She winced, drawing in a sharp hiss between her
teeth, her fingers instantly finding the collar of my denim shirt,
bunching the fabric tight in her fist.

"I know," I murmured. "I know, Soph. I'm sorry."
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"Don't apologize," she whispered, her voice tightening as I
scooped a thick knob of Rosa's yellow arnica salve and
smoothed it across the swelling. "You carried me two miles up a
vertical goat path. That buys you out of apologizing for the

next decade."

Rosa clicked her tongue, though her sharp dark eyes
softened as she handed me the woolen wrap. "Listen to her, Gi-
acomo. A woman does not compliment a man’s legs twice in
one morning. Wrap it firm, from the instep to the tendon. Not

too tight—blood must flow, even for Englishmen."

I wrapped the wool with steady, overlapping turns, anchor-
ing her heel just as my grandfather had taught me when taping
sprained wrists before rowing regattas. My hands, usually so
prone to dropping house keys or fumbling loose coins, moved
with calm certainty. As I pinned the cloth with a rusted safety
pin from Rosa’s apron, Sophie’s other hand reached up, her
cool fingertips resting softly in the dark hair at the nape of my
neck.

"You're completely steady," she murmured, a faint, tender
amusement playing at the corners of her mouth despite the

pallor of her skin. "Do you know that? When everything falls
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apart, you don't run around looking for your wallet. You just

pick me up."

"I can misplace a wallet because a wallet doesn't matter," I

said softly, looking up into her clear green eyes. "You do."

She let out a tiny, broken sigh, her thumb brushing the line
of my jaw. "Loving you, James... it’s the only adventure I ever
wanted. I just get so impatient trying to hold onto every single

second.”

"You don't have to hold it," I said, resting my forehead

against her knee for a brief second. "It isn't going anywhere."

"Eh, beautiful speech, very poetic," Rosa interrupted, al-
though she quickly made a brisk cross over her apron. She
reached into her dress pocket and pulled out a folded slip of
white municipal paper, slapping it down on the olive press
stone. "Save the romance for after the solstice. Look at this."

I picked up the paper. It was a formal administrative decree
bearing the stamp of the municipality and the regional prefec-
ture in Genoa. Across the top, my own name was typed in bold

black letters: *James Andrew Thorne.*

"Rossi went to the magistrate an hour ago," Rosa said, her

voice hard as flint. "He claims you broke into the municipal

122

a‘)ﬁ%‘ﬁg

&?ﬁf(‘ﬁ



‘x.};a%

g“““

archives and stole classified naval records. He has issued an ad-
ministrative expulsion order. The carabinieri have instructions
to detain you on sight. If they take you across the provincial
border, the headland is lost."

"He’s terrified," Sophie said flatly.

"He's thorough,” I countered, unfolding the damp paper
towel from my breast pocket. The strip of negative film was dry
now, curling tightly like an autumn leaf. I held it against the

pale dawn light filtering through the window slat. "Rosa, look."

The old woman stepped close, squinting through the gloom.
Her breath caught sharply in her throat. She snatched the film
by its dry edges, holding it toward the light, her sun-browned

hands beginning to tremble.

"Aldo," she whispered, her voice cracking with seventy years
of silence. "His cross-hatch. The way he made his capital *R*
with the little curved tail." Tears welled in the deep crinkle
lines around her eyes, but she blinked them furiously away.

"The signature isn't on a deed. It’s on the cliffs."

"He built the lantern to project it," I told her. "If we reach
the optic before midnight, Rossi's contract is void before it can

be signed. But we have to get inside."
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Rosa folded the paper decree into a tiny square and shoved
it decisively into her apron pocket. "Then you had better look

at the ridge, Giacomo. Rossi has spent the night building a
cage."

B S iyt D

The scrub at the crest of Punta di Ferro was thick with wild
fennel, sea-lavender, and stunted maritime pines twisted side-
ways by the winter gales. The sun was just clearing the jagged

spine of the Apennines behind us, spilling liquid amber across
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the Gulf of Genoa, but there was no warmth in it. Down on the

promontory, the world had turned into an armed camp.

Matteo Balbi was already lying flat on his belly in the dry
pine needles, a pair of rusted brass marine binoculars pressed
to his sea-green eyes. A smear of engine grease stained his yel-
low Vespa T-shirt, and his sun-bleached curls were tangled
with dry thistle.

"Ah, *il cercatore di chiavi*," Matteo whispered without
lowering the glass. "You brought the whole family. Did Rosa

bring focaccia, or just complaints?"

"She brought arnica and bad news," I said, crouching beside
him in the dirt. I took the binoculars from his hand. "Show me
the neck."

The narrow isthmus connecting the mainland to the rocky
teardrop of the lighthouse was barely fifty yards wide, flanked
on both sides by sheer drops into the churning sea. Across this
natural choke point, Rossi had worked miracles of malignant
efficiency. A brand-new, eight-foot-high chain-link perimeter
fence stretched from cliff edge to cliff edge, topped with coiled

razor wire that glittered viciously in the sunrise.
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Behind the wire, parked directly across the paved service
track, was a white security van and Rossi’s dark luxury SUV.
Three men in matching navy jackets stood beside the gate,
two-way radios clipped to their lapels. At their feet, two
massive German shepherds paced nervously on short chain
leashes, their ears pinned back, whining at the sound of the

wind.

"He leased the private security firm from the container port
in La Spezia," Matteo muttered, clicking his tongue and whist-
ling softly through his teeth. "Three shifts. Motion sensors
along the fence posts. You couldn't slip a lizard through that

gate without an escort."

Sophie sat back against the twisted trunk of a pine, her in-
jured ankle stretched out straight, the binoculars resting on
her lap. She lifted her rangefinder, framing the scene through
the small optical viewfinder with a practiced, mechanical flick

of her wrist.
"Look at the water, Matteo," she said quietly.

Far below, in the turquoise bowl of the bay, two high-speed
motor yachts rode at anchor just outside the surf line. Between
them, yellow hydrographic buoys bobbed like severed heads,

cordoning off the historic moorings.
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"The survey team," Matteo spat, his voice dropping into bit-
ter disgust. "They’re already plotting the foundation pilings for
the marina slips. If the municipal council signs the lease at
midnight, Rossi’s dredgers will be inside the cove by sunrise to-
morrow. The fishing cooperative won't even be allowed to

beach a dinghy."

"We aren't letting him sign it," I said, taking the rangefinder

from Sophie’s hands.

I adjusted the manual focus ring until the distant tower
jumped into sharp clarity. The octagonal masonry of Punta di
Ferro rose proudly from the headland, bathed in pale morning
light. High above, encircled by its cast-iron gallery, the great
glass lantern house caught the sun, gleaming like a multifa-
ceted jewel. Below the gallery, anchored into the sheer, vertical
rock facing the open sea, hung an ancient, rust-streaked iron
maintenance gantry—a skeletal ladder bolted directly to the
granite cliff, plunging three hundred feet down to the churning

white foam of the blowhole cave.

"Look at the eastern face," I whispered, handing the camera

back to Sophie. "The old keeper's access."

Sophie lifted the frame, her green eyes narrowing as she

studied the rusted ironwork suspended over the void. The color
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drained from her cheeks, leaving her freckles standing out in

sharp relief.

"James," she said, her voice dropping into a breathless hush.
"The gate is completely sealed. There's no path through the
neck. The only way inside that lantern room... is to climb the
gantry from the water."

Behind us, a loud, crackling burst of static shattered the si-
lence of the woods. Down at the gate, one of the security radios
blared into the morning air, followed by the sudden, frantic
barking of the dogs as a second patrol vehicle began grinding

its way up the mountain road toward our ridge.
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CHAPTER 8

The Sea Cove Chimney

M atteo moved like an eel through the dry coastal broom,

the heavy steel shears in his calloused hands making a

dull, wet *snip* as he bit through the lower ties of Rossi’s new
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fence. Salt-laden dusk had settled over the headland, turning
the sea into a sheet of hammered pewter, three hundred feet

down.

"Keep low, *Giacomo*," Matteo hissed over his shoulder, his
curly hair damp with sea spray. "The wind is carrying our noise
toward the gully, but the dogs have ears like church steeples.

Follow my heels."

Sophie was behind me, her left hand knotted into the back
of my belt, her right leg dragging just enough to make her jaw
tighten with every third pace. Rosa’s arnica salve smelled sharp
and medicinal in the cool air, blending with crushed wild rose-
mary under our boots. I turned, catching her by the ribs to take

her weight as we slid beneath the curled lip of wire.
"T have you," I whispered.

"I know," she breathed. A pale smudge of limestone dust
marked the arch of her eyebrow. Her fingers gave my hip an ur-
gent, reassuring squeeze. "Look at the catwalk door. Twenty

yards."

The trail here was scarcely a trail at all—merely an ancient
ledge of crumbling shale where Genoese fishermen had once

scrambled to string their drying nets along the windward face.
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Below our boots, the open ocean surged against the base of the
promontory, throwing back hollow, concussive booms that
rattled the limestone beneath our feet. We moved in single file,
pressed flat against the raw rock face, inching toward the octa-

gonal masonry base of the lighthouse tower.

The iron maintenance door sat recessed in a Romanesque
arch of salt-bleached stone, patinated black and crusty with
dried brine. It stood locked, its massive rectangular escutcheon

green with verdigris.

"Hurry," Matteo urged, crouching against the low parapet
where the catwalk met the bluff. "The sweep boat just rounded
the western head. In two minutes their searchlight will wash

this entire quadrant.”

I reached into my pocket, my fingers finding the cold, pitted
heft of Aldo’s eight-inch master key. The heavy brass felt solid,
ancient, an ironclad link to the man who had built this sanctu-
ary. I pulled it free, the metal clicking faintly against my watch
buckle.

"Line it up to the upper ward," Sophie murmured, leaning
her shoulder against my arm to steady her foot. Her breath
warmed my cheek, rapid and sharp. "Aldo’s schematic showed a

double turn."
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I raised the key, slotting the notched bit toward the keyhole.

A beam of blinding white light exploded from the shadow of

the diesel generator shed twenty feet to our left.
"Hold! Don't move an inch!"

The command was barked in guttural northern Italian, in-
stantly swallowed by the roar of the surf. Two figures in heavy
tactical jackets erupted from the corrugated iron shed. Before
Matteo could even raise his wire shears, the first guard hit him
at waist height with the sickening thud of padded nylon meet-
ing bone. The mechanic went down hard against the shale, his

skull smacking the iron door jamb with a dull *crack®.

"Run!" Matteo choked out, thrashing on his back, his fingers

clawing at the man's throat. "Get down the bank, Giacomo—"

A second pair of gloved hands clamped onto my right fore-
arm like an iron vice, wrenching my shoulder back against the
stone wall. Pain flared white-hot across my collarbone. I twis-
ted, throwing my weight sideways to shield Sophie, my boots

skittering on the wet moss of the ledge.

"Drop it!" the guard snarled, slamming my forearm down

onto the cold pipe of the exterior railing.
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The shock rattled through my wrist. My fingers spasmed

open against my will.
The heavy master key slipped from my palm.

It struck the iron catwalk grating once—a sharp, ringing
*ping*—glanced off a wet flange of shale, and cartwheeled out
into the empty violet air. Sophie let out a strangled cry, her
hands lunging forward into the void, but there was nothing to
catch. Far below, two hundred feet down in the white boiling
churn of the blowhole maw, the dark water simply swallowed it

without a ripple.
"No!" Sophie gasped.

"Down! Both of you, on the deck!" the guard barked, reach-
ing to unclip a pair of heavy flex-cuffs from his tactical vest

while trying to pin my neck against the iron stanchions.

Matteo, blood trickling from his temple into his sea-
bleached curls, suddenly coiled his legs and kicked violently
upward into the groin of the man pinning him. The guard

shrieked, doubling over with a ragged curse.

"Go!" Matteo roared, his voice tearing raw against the wind
as he grabbed the second guard’s boot, dragging him off-bal-

ance. "The shale chimney! Drop into the cove! Go, damn you!"
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The guard’s baton swung down, striking Matteo across the
shoulder with a heavy, sickening crunch. Matteo didn't yell; he
merely lunged forward, locking his arms around the guard’s
knees, pulling both men into a thrashing tangle against the

powerhouse door.

I grabbed Sophie by the waist of her terracotta skirt. "Down
the gap!"

"Matteo—"
"He gave us the opening! Move!"

Five feet along the catwalk, winter storms had sheared away
the retaining wall, leaving a steep, sixty-foot slide of loose gray
scree that funneled straight into the shadow of the lower sea-
cove. I hauled Sophie over the broken iron stanchion, shielding
her head against my chest as we launched ourselves off the
ledge.

The shale gave way beneath us in a rushing, roaring cascade
of loose slate and wet dirt. We slid together down the pitch-
black chimney, boots digging in, scrub scratching our arms, the
sea air rushing up to meet us until the slope flattened out ab-
ruptly into wet sand and giant, salt-slick boulders. We tumbled

onto the shingle in a heap, the wind knocked out of us, while

134

a‘)ﬁ%‘ﬁg

&?ﬁf(‘ﬁ



ma%
g
i

high above on the rim of the headland, security sirens began to

wail their thin, frantic screams into the gathering night.

B S it D

The cove was an amphitheater of black volcanic stone, cut
off from the rest of the world by sheer limestone bluffs that
arched backward like the ribcage of an ancient whale. At our
feet, the tide hissed through the rounded pebbles, tossing

white foam across our wet boot leather.
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Sophie sat collapsed against the cold, barnacle-crusted
flank of a sea boulder, her knees drawn tightly to her chest. Her
knitted cream sweater was streaked with black shale dust and
torn at the left wrist; her fingers were trembling so violently
she couldn't clasp them together. She buried her face in her
palms, her slender shoulders hitching once, twice, before the
quiet, ragged sobs tore out of her throat.

Above us, drifting faintly on the offshore breeze from the
distant harbor of San Terenzio, came the tinny, cheerful sound
of brass band music. The Solstice procession had begun. We
could smell the faint, sweet trace of roasted almonds and fried
dough carrying over the water, an unbearable reminder of a
celebration that belonged to people whose lives were entirely

whole.

I stood three paces away, staring down at my empty, bleed-
ing hands. The skin of my right knuckles was scraped raw from

the railing, bleeding sluggish red drops onto the gray shingle.
I had dropped it.

Seventy years of Aldo’s vigilance, Rosa’s fierce, unbroken
hope, Matteo’s bleeding skull on the catwalk—all of it had been
placed into my keeping, and like every set of car keys, every

train ticket, every vital scrap of paper I had ever held in my
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thirty-three years on earth, I had let it slip between my fingers

and vanish into the dark.
"Sophie," I croaked. The word tasted of salt and bile.

She didn't look up. Her auburn waves fell forward, hiding
her face, her slender frame shaking against the damp wool of
her clothes.

I sank down onto the wet shingle beside her, the cold water
immediately soaking through the knees of my chinos. I stared
out at the black expanse of the Ligurian Sea, watching the
rhythmic flash of the distant commercial buoy three miles off-

shore.

"I'm sorry," I said, my voice barely carrying over the lap of
the waves. It sounded hollow, pathetic, small. "I'm so sorry,
Soph. You wanted a real anniversary. You wanted something
beautiful to remember, and I... I dragged you into a lunatic cru-
sade. I couldn't even hold onto the key."

A bitter laugh escaped my throat, stinging behind my eyes.
"Matteo is under arrest. Rossi has his expulsion order. In three
hours, the council signs the papers, and tomorrow morning I’1l
be sitting in an immigration holding cell in Genoa while the

bulldozers roll into the piazza. You were right to want to take
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pictures of everything. Photographs are the only things that
don't get lost."

Sophie slowly lowered her hands from her face. Her skin
was deathly pale in the violet gloom, her eyes rimmed with red
and swimming with tears that caught the faint starlight. She
didn't look angry; she looked completely, devastatingly laid

bare.

She reached out and took my face between her cold, scraped
palms. Her thumbs found the hollows beneath my cheekbones,

pressing firmly, forcing my gaze to meet hers.

"Shut up,” she said softly, her voice shaking with an intens-

ity that pinned me to the spot. "Just... shut up, James."
"Sophie—"

"Do you really think this was about a key?" Fresh tears
tracked through the dust on her cheeks, catching the glow of
the rising moon, but her green eyes were steady, blazing with a
raw, brilliant clarity I had never seen before. "Do you think I
followed you into that belfry, or down that blowhole, or across
those terrace walls because I wanted a tidy vacation album to

show people in Surrey?"
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She leaned forward until her forehead rested against mine,

her breath hitching in her chest.

"I spent five years terrified," she whispered, her fingers curl-
ing into my hair, holding me as if the tide were trying to pull us
apart. "Terrified that our life was becoming predictable. Terri-
fied that you were looking at me and just seeing... the routine.
The groceries. The laundry. The same Tuesday morning over

and over again until we grew old and forgot who we were."

She let out a broken, laughing sob, her tears wetting my
cheek.

"And then this week happened. You carried me up a moun-
tain on a twisted ankle. You stood in front of Rossi like a wall.
You lost our keys, you found a revolution, and you looked at me
every single second as if I were the only thing in the universe
that mattered. This isn't ruined, James. This week with you...
it's the truest, most luminous thing we have ever lived. If we
lose the lighthouse tonight, if we go home tomorrow with
nothing—I have had the five best days of my life."

I couldn't speak. The lump in my throat felt the size of a fist.
I reached around her waist, pulling her into my lap on the wet
stones, burying my face in the crook of her neck. She held me

back with an almost desperate strength, her fingers gripping
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my denim shirt, anchoring me to the earth while the black wa-

ter washed over the toes of our boots.

High above the promontory, rising from the invisible village
tucked beyond the cliffs, the first festival lanterns began to lift
into the indigo sky. They drifted up like floating embers of gold
and rose, dozens of them, carried on the thermal draft of the
summer night toward the open sea, silent witnesses to an end-

ing we had no power to stop.
g el S

We sat in the stillness of the cove as the golden lanterns
climbed higher, their reflections trembling across the dark wa-
ter like spilled coins. The wind off the water was turning sharp,

biting through the damp fabric of our clothes.

Habit is an absurd, stubborn thing. Even when the world has
ended, the nervous circuitry of a man's body continues its use-

less, private chores.

My right hand, stiff and aching from the blow on the cat-
walk, dropped unconsciously to the hip pocket of my chinos.
*Pat. Pat. Pat.*
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Empty. The master key was sitting in the belly of the sea

trench.
My fingers drifted upward to the left pocket. *Pat. Pat. Pat.*
A dull, hard weight bumped against the fabric.

I frowned, blinking against the salt spray in my eyelashes. I
slid my thumb inside the pocket, expecting the cracked plastic
casing of my ruined mobile phone or a handful of loose change
from the cafe in the piazza. Instead, my fingertips brushed

smooth, oil-rubbed wood attached to a heavy split ring.
The cottage keyring.

I pulled it out, letting it rest on my open palm in the pale

amber wash of the floating festival lanterns.

"James," Sophie said, a faint, weary smile touching her lips
as she leaned her head against my shoulder. "If you brought the
keys to the rental cottage, I think Rossi's men probably kicked

that door off its hinges four hours ago."
"I forgot I even had it," I murmured.

It was the heavy brass ring Nonna Rosa had handed us on

our very first morning, weighed down by the small, folksy
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souvenir charm: an olive-wood sardine, four inches long,

smoothed to a satin finish by decades of tourist thumbs.

I turned the wooden fish over in my hand, staring down at it
through the starlight.

The tail fin was slightly darker than the body, showing a
tiny seam where two pieces of wood had been joined. As I ran
my thumbnail along the belly of the fish to scrape away a speck
of dried sea mud, my nail caught on something rigid—a micro-

scopic depression along the gill line.
*Click.*
A faint, metallic snap sounded between my fingers.

Sophie sat bolt upright, her eyes dropping to my hand.
"What was that?"

The olive-wood shell of the sardine had shifted, uncoupling
like an oyster shell along a razor-thin brass seam. With a
gentle push of my thumb, the carved wooden flank slid back-

ward on tiny internal brass rails.

Nestled inside the hollow belly of the wood lay a slender,

four-inch cylinder of machined bronze, notched at the tip with
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three delicate, square teeth and fitted with a pivoting ring at its

base.
I stared at it, my heart hammering against my ribs.
"Aldo," I whispered.

"The negative,” Sophie gasped, her fingers snatching my
wrist, pulling my hand into the lantern light. "James! The rub-
bing from the blotter—what did the third line say? In the mar-
gins of the hydrographic chart!"

The memory slammed into my mind with the force of a
breaker crashing against the rocks. The curled strip of dry
35mm film in Rosa’s press shed; Aldo’s spidery, precise hand-

writing etched into the gelatin emulsion:

*The municipal key is for the inspectors and the sheep. A
keeper never carries ten ounces of iron up the salt-face. The
gantry vent takes the fish.*

"The fish," I said, my voice rising, breaking clean through
the gloom. "Rosa didn't give us a rental cottage souvenir. Aldo
carved this. He carved it seventy years ago and put the cottage

keys on it so it would never leave the keeper's house!"
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"The maintenance bypass,” Sophie breathed, her face trans-
forming, the despair vanishing from her features like mist
burned off by the morning sun. She looked up, her gaze tracing

the sheer, vertical black cliff towering directly above our heads.

High above us, suspended three hundred feet over the
churning surf, the rusted iron spine of the sea-gantry hung
against the granite, its lower rungs dangling a mere fifteen feet
above the high-tide shelf where we stood. At the very top of
that skeletal ladder, directly beneath the overhanging curve of
the glass lantern room, was the circular bronze ventilation

port.

The way in hadn't been lost to the sea. The front door was a

trap; it had always been a trap.

The bypass had been sitting in my trouser pocket since the

moment we arrived in Italy.

"Sophie," I said, scrambling to my feet on the wet shingle,
the pain in my knuckles and the ache in my bones completely
forgotten as the blood surged hot and fierce through my veins.
I pulled her up with me, holding her steady against the shifting
stones. "We don't need their permission or their door—we are

turning on the light tonight."
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CHAPTER 9

The Midnight Projection

' I ! he first twelve feet of the ladder had rusted into jagged

brown toothpicks, eaten away by seven decades of salt

tides. I laced my fingers together, crouched on the shingle
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shelf, and boosted Sophie until her espadrilles found purchase

on the lowest intact cross-member.

"Three points of contact," I called up into the draft, keeping
my register low so it wouldn't carry past the surf. "Every single
movement, Sophie. Heel down, test each bar before you weight
it."

"James, darling,” she answered, the wind snatching her
loose auburn curls and whipping them across her forehead. Her
dimple flickered in the lunar glare, stubborn and bright. "I
spent my entire third year of art school dangling from ware-

house fire escapes in Bermondsey. Climb."

I caught the rusted uprights and pulled myself off the
beach. The iron was freezing, encrusted with dry barnacle
shells that tore through the skin of my palms, but the vertical
spine was forged Swedish steel, anchored into the living rock
with two-inch lead expansion bolts. I climbed above her,
matching my strides to her rhythm, checking the integrity of
each rung with a hard downward jab of my desert boot before

calling down the clear.

The sea vanished beneath us into an abyss of churning in-
digo foam. The village lanterns continued their upward migra-

tion half a mile south, specks of crimson and saffron rising like
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heat-sparks against the velvet headland. The gantry groaned,
swaying two inches out from the cliff face whenever an off-
shore squall hit us, vibrating against my ribs like a giant tuning
fork.

At fifty feet, the rock flared outward into a sheer granite
brow. I reached high, hooked my fingers around the next hori-
zontal iron bar, and set the ball of my right foot firmly on the

rung beneath me.

A screech tore through the gloom. The iron snapped clean

at the weld with the dry pop of a rifle shot.

My boot punched empty space. Gravity ripped my left hand
away from the salt-slicked rail, and my entire weight slammed
onto my right wrist, wrenching my shoulder in its socket. The
empty air spun beneath me—a black, dizzying vacuum where
the waves smashed white against the scree. My fingers were
sliding over greasy lichen, centimeter by centimeter, scraping
through rust toward the sheer edge of nothing.

"James!"

A shuddering impact hit the sole of my dangling boot.
Sophie hadn't cowered back against the cliff; she had lunged

two rungs up, wedging herself between the iron stile and the
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rock. She rammed her shoulder upward under my right heel,
taking the brunt of my weight against her own collarbone,

locking her arms around the rusted vertical stanchion.

"Step up," she ground out through clenched teeth, her face
pale with strain under her freckles. "Do it now. Step on me!"

I drove my weight down onto her shoulder, leveraging every
scrap of muscle left in my thighs. My flailing left hand caught a
thick anchor-bolt ring embedded in the granite. I hauled my-
self upward, gasping for air, until my boots caught a solid, un-
corroded bar three feet higher. Panting, my pulse thudding be-
hind my temples, I reached down, gripped Sophie’s wrist, and

brought her level with me.

Her forehead was beaded with sweat, but her green eyes
were fierce, completely devoid of panic. "Don't you ever dare
tell me you're just an accountant,” she whispered fiercely,
brushing a strand of copper hair from her mouth. "You're
heavy, Thorne."

"It's the spare change," I managed, my chest heaving. "Re-

mind me to leave the pence at home next time."

We didn't look down again. We climbed with methodical,
rhythmic fury, ten rungs, twenty, forty, until the overhanging
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copper mantle of the lantern room loomed above our skulls

like the belly of a bronze ship.

Directly below the projecting gallery catwalk, mounted into
the sheer brickwork of the tower, sat the circular gantry vent. It
was two feet across, covered by a patinated bronze hatch sealed
with three internal locking dogs. In the center of the hub sat a

teardrop escutcheon, crusted over with green verdigris.

I hooked one leg through the ladder rung, leaned out over
the void, and pulled the hollow wooden sardine from my pock-
et. My thumb flicked the carved flank back. The slender bronze
key slid into my fingers, cool and heavy.

"Come on, Aldo," I murmured.

I drove the three square teeth into the verdigris. It slipped
in without friction, entering the seventy-year-old brass cylin-
der as if the watchman had oiled it that very morning. I leaned
my weight into the turn, twisting the ring clockwise.

*Clack.*®

The sound was heavy, liquid, and unmistakable. With a hol-
low, breathless hiss of displaced air, the bronze plate swung in-

ward on weighted counterbalances, exposing a rounded tunnel
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glowing with the warm amber scent of aged cedar paneling,

whale-oil residue, and dry coastal heat.
"Ladies first," I said, holding the edge of the rim.

Sophie hauled herself through the portal with a breathless
laugh, tumbling onto the gallery floor inside. I scrambled in
behind her, pulling the heavy bronze hatch shut until the lock-
ing dogs snapped home, cutting off the howl of the wind out-

side in an instant of sacred, cavernous quiet.
W?%@ﬁfwﬁ‘)é&vﬁ&d

The lantern room smelled of seventy years of forgotten

time.

Surrounding us in every direction was a cathedral of curved
curved nautical glass, ribbed with bronze astragals that soared
thirty feet toward the copper cupola. And there, mounted upon
an ornate cast-iron pedestal in the exact geometric center of
the room, stood the great 1888 Fresnel apparatus. It was mag-
nificent: a towering beehive of concentric, hand-ground annu-
lar prisms that caught the pale moonlight from the bay and
shattered it into thousands of ghostly, silver rhombuses across
the floorboards.
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Sophie was already moving, her sprained ankle completely
forgotten in the heat of the race. She limped swiftly across the
cedar planks to the central optic mount, sliding her canvas
satchel to the floor. "The Regia Marina prism, James! Give it to

me."

I reached into my trouser pocket, withdrawing the second
hexagonal prism we had carried from the sea cave. The glass
was cool, cut with razor-sharp facets that held a faint, smoky
topaz depth. Sophie took it with steady hands. Beneath the
main bullseye of the rotating apparatus sat an empty bronze
collar, fitted with three set-screws. She slid the prism into the
carriage; the brass tolerances clicked together with the smooth

finality of a bank vault closing.

"The negative,” she commanded, snapping her fingers to-

ward me without turning her gaze from the lens.

[ fished the strip of dry 35mm film from my breast pocket.
The strip of cellulose was delicate, carrying Aldo’s dense, pho-
tographic reduction of the 1948 municipal charter across its
tiny frames. With a strip of adhesive linen tape from her cam-
era pouch, Sophie smoothed the film flat against the primary
aperture plate, directly behind the aligned prisms.
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"Now," she said, stepping back, wiping her dusty forehead

with the back of her wrist. "Power."

On the south bulkhead, a black Bakelite switchboard stood
mounted to the wall, fitted with heavy porcelain knife-switches
and patinated copper gauges. I stepped over, gripped the
primary handle, and slammed it down.

Nothing happened.

No low hum of a transformer. No spark of the tungsten arc
lamp. The giant bulb inside the Fresnel hive remained cold,

grey, and dead.

I traced the thick rubber-sheathed conduit downward with
my fingers until my knuckles brushed raw, frayed metal. The
main lead had been severed cleanly with hydraulic bolt-cutters

at the floorboards. The severed ends were cold.

"Rossi," I said, the word bitter on my tongue. "His techni-
cians cut the feed before they went to the piazza. They knew

nobody could bring a portable generator up the cliffs."

Sophie walked slowly to the seaward glass catwalk, staring

down across the ink-black water toward the harbor. "Look."
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I came to her side. Half a mile across the curving bay, the
harbor piazza was illuminated like a film set. Strings of festoon
bulbs crisscrossed the terracotta roofs, casting a bright golden
square across thousands of upturned faces. On the raised tim-
ber pavilion erected near the water's edge, a bank of spotlights

caught a tall, immaculate figure in a cream linen blazer.

Even at this distance, through the salt air, we could see Gi-
anluigi Rossi standing before the microphones, leaning
smoothly toward the village dignitaries. He drew a gleaming
golden fountain pen from his inner jacket pocket, unscrewing
the cap with deliberate, elegant slowness. Beside him, two men
in municipal sashes were unfolding an expansive parchment

document across the podium table.

"He's signing it," Sophie said, her hand coming up to touch
the glass, her fingernails clicking against the pane. Her throat
moved as she swallowed. "We have five minutes. The midnight

deadline is right now."

[ turned my back on the window, my mind racing through
the shadowy room. My eyes swept the cedar walls, the copper

tool chests, the empty oil drums.

Mounted on the northern bulkhead, painted in flaking or-

ange lead, hung an emergency maritime locker. Stenciled
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across its iron face in faded white letters were the words: *SEG-
NALAZIONE D'EMERGENZA — REGIA MARINA.*

I lunged across the floor, ripped the rusted latch off its hasp,
and pulled the cabinet door wide.

Inside, nestled in dry sawdust within an oak rack, lay three
cylindrical canisters wrapped in waxed sailcloth. Parachute
distress flares. High-intensity magnesium beacons, rated for

naval distress signaling during winter gales.

I tore the sailcloth off the heaviest cylinder. The instruc-
tions printed on the red tin housing were blunt: *5,000 LU-
MENS. TEMPERATURE: 2,200°C. DO NOT USE IN CONFINED
SPACES.*

"James,” Sophie said, spinning around from the window.
"What are you doing? Those are designed to burn in open air
from a steel gaff!"

"The electrical conduit is dead, and the original lamp was a
four-thousand-lumen kerosene arc burner," I told her, my voice
dead level, calm in a way that surprised even me. I pulled my
thick leather work gloves from my back pocket, shoving my
hands deep into the hide. "Aldo's focal length doesn't care
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whether the photons come from the Genoa municipal grid or a

five-thousand-lumen magnesium core. It just needs fire."

"You can't mount that inside the housing,” she said, her
voice catching as she realized what I was holding. "The bracket
is brass. The heat will melt the soldering in sixty seconds."

"Then I won't mount it," I said.

I picked up the heavy steel flare, stepped into the open iron
cage of the Fresnel pedestal, and hooked my thumb under the

brass ignition ring at the base of the canister.

"Sophie," I looked at her through the web of glass prisms,
"get the alignment wheel. When this strikes, you've got about

ninety seconds before I can't hold it anymore."

She didn't argue. She stepped up to the brass rotation crank,
set her boots wide against the cedar boards, and gripped the
mahogany handles. Her eyes were blazing, completely locked

on mine. "Ready, James."
I pulled the ring.

N e e e
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With a concussive hiss that rattled the glass cupola, the

flare roared to life.

A blinding, violent column of pure, incandescent white light
erupted from the nozzle, screaming like a jet engine. The heat
hit my face with the force of an open blast furnace, searing the
stubble on my jaw and instantly filling the enclosed room with
the harsh, sharp tang of burning magnesium. Through the
smoke, the world disappeared into a blinding, celestial

whiteout.
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I screamed through my teeth, the pain scorching through
the leather of my right glove, and drove the blinding white
torch into the exact optical focal center of the Regia Marina

prism.
"Now, Sophie! Swing it!"

The great lantern moved. Sophie threw her entire body
weight against the geared crank, the iron teeth chattering
along the floor track. The giant beehive groaned, revolving
forty degrees on its mercury trough until the primary bullseye

lens faced the harbor.

The chaotic flare-light struck the precision facets of the
1888 crystal. Instantly, the sprawling, violent glare was discip-
lined, focused, and compressed into a razor-sharp, cylindrical

lance of concentrated golden-white light five feet wide.

The beam punched through the outer plate-glass window
and exploded across the bay.

It didn't just illuminate the night; it cleaved it in half. The
beam soared over the black water, slicing through the drifting
festival lanterns, turning the sea into a shimmering highway of

hammered silver.
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Three seconds later, the light hit the five-hundred-foot ver-
tical limestone cliff that towered directly over the village

piazza.

Through the smoked lenses and the roaring white glare in
my hands, I saw the impossible happen. Aldo's tiny negative,
magnified ten thousand times through the dual hexagonal
prisms and the giant Fresnel optic, struck the grey stone like a

celestial projection.

Spanning three hundred yards across the face of the moun-
tain, crisp and razor-sharp against the rock, blazed the 1948
Royal Maritime Grant. Every single line of Aldo Caddeo's sur-
veyor chart was etched in brilliant fire across the granite, com-
plete with the municipal seal of Liguria and, blazing at the foot
of the document in letters forty feet high, the unmistakable,
looping signature: *COMMISSARIO ALBERTO ROSSI — PER-
MANENT PUBLIC TRUST.*

The cliff became a lighthouse of law. The five-hundred-foot
document burned so bright that the shadows of the olive trees
on the ridge fell backward toward the mountains, turning the
village square below from festive dusk into blazing, midday

noon.

Down in the harbor piazza, the silence was absolute.
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Through the salt-crusted glass of our catwalk, we could see
thousands of people standing frozen, their wooden festival lan-
terns dangling forgotten from their fingers, every face tipped

upward toward the blazing limestone cliff.

On the pavilion stage, Gianluigi Rossi had frozen mid-mo-
tion. The golden fountain pen remained poised an inch above
the parchment desk, his amber eyes reflecting the colossal,
shining name of his own grandfather etched into the moun-

tain.
Then, the silence broke.

It began with a single, raspy voice near the foot of the stage
—Nonna Rosa, waving a flour-dusted apron above her head like
a battle flag. Beside her, Matteo Balbi burst through the peri-
meter security line, leaping onto the edge of the timber podi-
um, pointing both arms toward the glowing cliffs and bellow-

ing at the top of his lungs:
"L'archivio di Aldo! Il faro é nostro!"

A sound rose from the harbor like thunder—a deafening,
roaring cheer from three thousand throats, rolling across the
black water, crashing against the cliffs, and shaking the very

glass of our lantern room. Down on the stage, the elderly may-
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or leaned forward, his face hardening as he looked from the
cliff to Rossi, reached out with both hands, and ripped the
privatization contract in two, scattering the white scraps

across the stage.

Rossi took two stumbling steps backward away from the mi-
crophones, his face white as chalk, his horn-rimmed glasses
slipping down his nose. The golden fountain pen slipped from
his numb fingers, bouncing off the wooden planks of the stage
and clattering into the dark sea below, lost beneath the roar of

the crowd.

Inside the lantern room, the flare reached its base with a
dying, sputtering crackle of blue sparks, leaving the room

plunged back into the gentle, silver wash of the moon.

My charred glove fell smoking to the floorboards. I slumped
against the iron base of the Fresnel carriage, my arms trem-
bling uncontrollably, my lungs gasping in the cool, cedar-sweet

air.

Sophie dropped the rotation crank, turned, and fell to her
knees beside me on the floor. Her hands came up to my face,
cupping my cheeks, her skin smelling of salt spray and burnt

magnesium. Her auburn hair was wild, tangled with sweat and
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soot, her green eyes shining with an incandescent, uncontain-

able triumph.

"You did it," she whispered, her voice trembling, half-laugh-
ing, half-crying as she pulled my mouth to hers. "James... you

turned on the light."
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CHAPTER 10

The Beacon of San Terenzio

‘ ‘ 7 rapped in a single coarse wool keeper’s blanket
smelling faintly of cedar shavings and salt, we leaned

together against the iron railing of the catwalk.
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The world below us was slowly shedding its cloak of indigo
twilight. Out across the Gulf of Poets, the morning sun crested
the jagged Ligurian ridge, spilling ribbons of pale rose and
warm apricot across the Mediterranean. The water caught the
dawn in long, shimmering sheets of beaten copper, each gentle
swell carrying the residue of midnight away into the deep blue
distance.

Sophie pressed her cheek against my collarbone, the heavy
wool draped over our shoulders like an old cloak. Her auburn
waves, dusted with white magnesium powder and tangled by
the offshore wind, brushed my neck. With an idle, infinitely
gentle touch, she raised her soot-smudged hand and traced the

crinkle lines at the outer corner of my eye.

"You haven’t slept for thirty hours, James," she murmured,

her thumb resting warmly on my temple.

"Neither have you," I answered, smiling down at her freckled
nose. "And technically, we still haven’t officially checked out of
our cottage. Which means our deposit is officially forfeit, un-

less we negotiate with the sea gulls."

Her shoulders hitched with a quiet laugh against my chest.
"Let them keep it. We left half our clothes on an olive branch

three terraces up the mountain anyway." She paused, turning
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her face slightly so her chin rested in the hollow of my throat.
She looked out over the vast, uninterrupted arc of water where
the lighthouse beam had carved its path only hours before.
"You held that flare. James... the brass plate was red-hot. Your

palms."

"They don't hurt," I lied gently, curling my slightly singed
fingers around the hem of the blanket. The stinging was real,
but it felt trivial, burned away by the strange, humming light-
ness in my blood. I cleared my throat, the confession rising un-
bidden after five years of careful masculine silence. "Sophie... I
spent the last three days convinced I was going to ruin
everything. The keys, the train reservations, dropping the cot-
tage deadbolt down an ancient drainage grate. I thought if I
couldn't even keep a brass fob in my pocket, I had no business
pretending I was the person who could give you an extraordin-

ary life."

Sophie drew back just far enough to fix me with those
bright, emerald eyes, entirely devoid of irony. "You absolute
idiot," she said, her tone brimming with affectionate severity.
She reached up with both hands, cupping my stubbled jaw, her
skin warm and smelling of lemon grove dust. "Do you honestly
think I fell in love with a man who organizes laminated sched-

ules? I don't need a museum curator, James. I need you. Every
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time I get lost in my own head, chasing some impossible sliver
of shadow, you're the one who keeps my boots on the earth.
You think you're ordinary, but your steady heart is the only
light I’ve ever steered by."

I looked down at her, the early sun catching the auburn fire
in her hair, and for once in my life, I didn't reach for a joke to
deflect the grace she offered. I simply leaned down and kissed
her, tasting sea salt, cold air, and the fierce, enduring sweetness

of five years lived side by side.

From the harbor entrance three hundred feet below, a low,
resonant blast broke the stillness. Then another. A wooden
gozzo with a bright turquoise hull steamed past the breakwa-
ter, its diesel engine chugging rhythmically, its horn sounding
three long, celebratory salutes. A second boat followed, then a
third—a painted flotilla slipping out past the headland, their
skippers waving red wool caps toward our iron balcony. The
sound echoed off the sheer limestone cliffs, rolling across the
bay like a chorus of bells, telling the sleepy coast that the tower

was alive again.

N st
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By one in the afternoon, the stone terrace of Trattoria Cad-
deo had become an open-air theater of sheer Ligurian pande-

monium.

Overhead, purple wisteria vines and broad fig leaves filtered
the midday heat into a dappled lattice of green and gold.
Nonna Rosa marched out of the kitchen bearing an oval ceram-
ic platter the size of a carriage wheel, heaped with golden fried
anchovies, beside another steaming board of focaccia di Recco

oozing molten crescenza cheese.

"Mangia, Giacomo!" she commanded, thumping the terra-
cotta dish down so hard the silverware jumped. She shook an
espresso spoon within an inch of my nose, her dark eyes flash-
ing with fierce grandmotherly joy. "You look like a drowned cat!
A hero, yes, but a skinny hero! If you do not eat four pieces of

focaccia, I will lock you back in the blowhole myself!"

"Nonna, please, he just saved the entire township," Matteo
laughed, dropping into the wicker chair beside me with the flu-
id grace of a harbor seal. He wore his faded Vespa shirt, now
stained with hydraulic grease and white wine, and slapped
down a heavy brass disk on the table between our glasses. It
was an antique brass engine badge from an Italian naval cutter,

polished until it gleamed like butter. "For Giacomo, il cercatore
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di chiavi. Official mechanic-at-large for the Port of San Teren-
zio. Whenever you lose your car keys in London, you call me.

We will tow the city into the Thames."

Sophie beamed across the oilcloth, her terracotta skirt
bright in the sun. Beside her, the village mayor—still wearing
his tricolor mayoral sash slightly askew over a crumpled linen
suit—solemnly presented her with a flat wooden frame con-
taining a photographic reproduction of Aldo’s 1948 photolitho-

graph, dried salt and ink captured under museum glass.

"Per la signora," the mayor said, bowing with elaborate
coastal dignity. "So that London will remember that Liguria

keeps its promises."

The terrace erupted into another burst of applause, twenty
local fishermen clinking thick tumblers of chilled Vermentino.
Nonna Rosa stood behind my chair, her hands resting heavily
on my shoulders like two bags of flour, practically daring me to
stay seated.

I looked at Sophie. Her rangefinder was resting by her nap-
kin, its brass corners glinting in the midday heat, her eyes full
of affectionate amusement as she watched me squirm under

the weight of an entire village's gratitude.
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I took a steady breath, smoothed the front of my denim but-
ton-down, and pushed my chair back. I cleared my throat, wait-

ing for the clatter of forks to subside.

"Cari amici," I began, my voice steady, pitching it low and
clear across the terrace.

Sophie’s smile flickered into mild curiosity. Then, switching
entirely into the cadence I had rehearsed for six months in
empty London tube stations and under the roar of the bath-
room shower, I let the melodic, rolling vowels of authentic Lig-
urian dialect fill the arbor: "Cinque anni fa, ho sposato una
donna che vede la bellezza dove gli altri vedono solo ombre.
Pensavo di portarla qui per mostrarle il mare, ma e stata lei a

insegnarmi come guardare."

The effect was instantaneous. Nonna Rosa’s hands flew off
my shoulders to press against her cheeks, her mouth dropping
open in theatrical disbelief. "Madonna santissima!" she gasped,
her voice carrying across the entire piazza. "Lui parla come

noi!"

Across the table, Sophie froze. The tease in her expression
dissolved completely, replaced by an astonishment so pure and

wide it stopped her breath. Her green eyes welled with sudden,
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shimmering brightness, her fingers flying up to tap the delicate

hollow of her collarbone.

I kept my gaze locked on hers, finishing the toast in the
slow, earnest rhythm of a man laying down his cards: "Perché
amare Sophie non significa cercare di fermare il tempo dentro
una scatola. Significa imparare che ogni giorno con lei, anche il
piu semplice, € bello come il primo. A mia moglie. A San Teren-

zio."

The terrace went wild. Matteo banged the table with both
fists, shouting approval, while Nonna Rosa seized my ears and
planted two fierce, floury kisses on my cheeks. But before the
mayor could raise his glass to start another chorus, Sophie was

around the table.

She caught my collar with both hands, pulling me down to-
ward her with a fierce, possessive urgency, and kissed me until
the noise of the piazza simply melted away into the white heat
of the afternoon. Her mouth was sweet with wine and salt, her
fingers trembling against the short stubble of my neck.

"Six months?" she whispered against my lips, half-sobbing
with laughter as she pulled back just enough to look into my

eyes, her face flushed with wonder. "You absolute fraud. You
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ordered a cheese sandwich in broken French at the airport, and

you had an entire opera hidden in your pocket?"

"I was saving it for dessert," I told her softly.

S R OR

By four o’clock, the village had surrendered to the heavy,

golden stillness of the afternoon siesta.

The harbor was quiet now, the water slapping softly against

the stone piers, the accordion music faded into the narrow
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caruggi. The terrace had cleared out, leaving only the two of us
sitting in the shade of the wisteria canopy, surrounded by
empty espresso cups, lemon rinds, and the low hum of cicadas

in the pines.

Between our plates, resting on the scrubbed timber of the
table, sat the hexagonal Regia Marina prism.

The low western sun, descending toward the outer cliffs of
the headland, suddenly found an aperture through the broad
lemon leaves above. A single, dazzling shaft of golden light
struck the thick optical crystal. Instantly, the glass tore the
light apart, throwing vivid ribbons of violet, turquoise, and am-
ber across the tabletop and painting radiant bands of spectrum

across the white knit of Sophie’s sweater.

It was an impossibly perfect frame. The kind of accidental,
heartbreaking composition that Sophie had spent five years
hunting through train stations, alleyways, and terminal gates—
the shadows deep, the highlights singing, the texture of sea-
salted wood begging to be preserved on thirty-five-millimeter

silver gelatin.

Out of sheer marital instinct, I reached across the table,
took her black rangefinder by its leather casing, and extended

it toward her. "Sophie," I said gently, nodding toward the light
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dancing across her chest. "Look at the prism. You’ll never get

this exposure again."

Sophie looked down at the camera in my hand. Her green
eyes lingered on the lens cap, then drifted slowly up to meet

mine.

A slow, infinitely peaceful smile curved her lips. She didn't
reach for the strap. Instead, with a motion so deliberate and
calm it felt like a vow, she took the heavy body of the Leica
with two fingers, slid it six inches to the side behind an empty

water carafe, and let her hand continue forward.

Her warm, freckled fingers slipped straight into mine, slid-

ing between my knuckles and resting flat against my palm.

"I don't need to keep it, James," she said, her voice dropping

into a register of quiet, absolute certainty. "I'm already here."

A familiar, nervous twitch flared in my shoulder. Out of five
years of domestic reflex, my free left hand dropped to my
thigh, performing my standard, three-pocket rhythmic pat-

down—wallet, passport, keys.

Through the light khaki fabric of my trousers, my fingers

met the heavy, comforting oval of the brass ring, the wooden
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sardine securely tucked against my hip, right where it be-

longed.

I caught myself in the absurdity of the gesture. When I
looked up, Sophie was watching my hand with her head tilted,
her dimples showing, laughing at me without making a sound.

I didn't finish the patdown. I drew my hand back to the cen-
ter of the weathered table, curling my fingers around hers, let-
ting the golden light wash over our joined wrists, completely

untroubled by what the next hour might bring.
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