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	The famous carnival in Venice is about to begin…

	However, the master thief Emilio De Luca has no intention to join in the lavish celebrations.
–Instead, he secretly plans to steal some of the most famous classic renaissance paintings in the world. 
 

	Nothing can go wrong, but then Emilio accidently stumbles upon Quinn Darrell, a quiet Englishman from London, who happens to be working with art restoration late at night at the Vercelli’s art gallery.
 

	…And Quinn will do anything to stop Emilio from stealing the paintings.
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~ Chapter One ~
 

	Venice, 1846

	 

	Emilio De Luca strolled casually past the magnificent century-old Saint Mark’s Basilica cathedral with its dome-shaped roof and marble angel statues with golden wings at the Piazza San Marco just as the bell tower struck eleven at night. To any passing observer, Emilio looked like any other fairly rich and elegantly dressed Italian dandy on his way home from an evening appointment or perhaps a late visit to the theatres. 

	Despite the late time of the evening, there were quite a lot of people outside who braved the chilly and rather foggy late February weather. The Venetian carnival would start the following day, and people had come from far and away, drawn to the famous and lavish celebrations. Porcelain masks had been moulded and carefully painted, masquerade dresses sewn and adjusted, and hats had been adorned with feather plumes and glass jewels in all imaginable vibrant colours. There was a buzz of excitement in the misty air, and it almost felt like the night itself was holding its breath, waiting for the following night to begin, which would mark exactly two weeks before Ash Wednesday and the start of the renowned Venice festival.

	Emilio, however, had not come to Venice to participate in the spectacular festivities. Indeed, he had no intentions or plans to engage in excessive drinking, dancing, or the decadent debauchery that usually followed the famous carnival–although to be fair, if Emilio’s circumstances had been different, he would most certainly not have hesitated to enjoy both drinking and getting himself involved in other immoral and dubious activities. And even though he looked exactly like any of the other young Italian gentlemen who had travelled eagerly to Venice and who were fervently looking forward to the masquerade and carnival, that was not Emilio’s plan for the following night. 

	Looks can be so easily deceiving, Emilio thought to himself with a shadow of a smile on his thin lips as he unconsciously stroked the edges of his false moustache. And people are so wonderfully gullible.

	While he indeed intended to wear a painted porcelain mask the following evening like everyone else, Emilio’s motive for visiting Venice was far more calculated and shady. As a matter of fact, his true purpose for travelling to Venice was perhaps significantly more clandestine than anyone could have guessed, and his timing was carefully chosen and not a coincidence by chance. After all, lots of people from all over Italy and Europe visited Venice for its famous masquerade, and the city was packed. In fact, there was not a room available for hire anywhere in Venice, from the luxurious grand hotels to the local inns. Even the smallest and shabbiest tavern and guesthouse had been booked up weeks ago.  

	And what could possibly be easier than to blend into a crowd of tipsy, merry people wearing masks at a masquerade? Emilio thought, pleased with himself. 

	Out of old habit, Emilio threw a quick glance over his shoulder to make sure that he was not being followed. He swiftly left the main street and took a shortcut through a twisting alley, which was so narrow it did not allow for two persons to walk comfortably side by side. Venice had hundreds of crooked, winding alleys that spread like a complicated spider web throughout the entire city and connected the wider cobblestoned main streets and the numerous of canal bridges. 

	He slowed down when he reached the Rio dei Bareteri canal and strolled calmly along the side of the still canal.

	Venice is so incredibly charming, even at this time of year, Emilio thought as a black-painted lacquered gondola went past on the canal next to him without so much as a whispering sound.

	“Vuole fare un giro, signore?” the gondolier called out. “Would you care for a ride, signore?”

	The gondolier had short, dark hair that looked soft to the touch and delightfully narrow hips. And although the young man steering the thirty-foot-long slender boat was more than attractive and Emilio instantly felt the alluring tug of sweet, dark temptation, he quickly forced himself to regain his self-control. 

	“No grazie,” Emilio replied politely in Italian and hid a small smile. “No, thank you.”

	However, his answer did not discourage the young gondolier, who winked slyly at Emilio. 

	“Perhaps tomorrow, then?” the gondolier said teasingly in Italian.

	“Yes, maybe another time,” Emilio said and pretended that he did not notice the young man’s flirting attempts, although a significant part of him would be more than happy to step on board or drag the young man with him to his hotel room. 

	But not here and not tonight, Emilio thought and stifled a disappointed sigh.

	“I will see you later, then,” the other man said and steered the boat skilfully along the canal. “Ciao, bello.”

	Never mix business with pleasure, Emilio reminded himself. He did not want to draw any unnecessary attention to himself, and he could not afford to be remembered by anyone, not even attractive men with narrow hips. Caution must always come first, and especially this time!

	Heeding his own sensible, but dull advice, Emilio waited patiently until the gondola was out of sight while he shamelessly took the opportunity to study the gondolier’s slim hips and well-shaped legs, which were delightfully exposed in a rather tight pair of black trousers.

	As he waited, two pretty ladies, who were too pale to be from Italy and looked so similar they might have been twins, walked towards the bridge where Emilio was standing. They were dressed in wide velvet crinoline evening gowns and had long brown, curled hair, and they were whispering secretively to each other. As they walked past him, one of the ladies gave him a rather mischievous, small smile. Clearly they had snuck out late at night without their chaperone, and they were taking full advantage of their stolen freedom.

	Well done, Emilio thought and secretly nodded in encouragement at their bold behaviour as they disappeared into the lingering fog further down the street. A little bit of misbehaving can never be entirely wrong.

	Emilio paused and looked around to make sure that he was entirely alone before he climbed the few worn steps to the arched stone bridge that spanned the canal. If anyone else walked by at that moment, all they would notice was a handsome Italian gentleman in a dark cape and black top hat, dressed in a stylish frock jacket, who had happened to stop at the top of the bridge, perhaps to briefly marvel at the starlit sky above, where the Orion star constellation was clearly visible. 

	But Emilio was not looking at the stars. 

	If he squinted, Emilio could just make out the dark, thin line of the black-painted rope that was stretched firmly between two brick chimneys on the opposite sides of the canal high above him. Most people would probably never even notice the rope, and even if they did, it looked more or less like any of the numerous clothes lines that were placed all over Venice by dedicated housewives or servant maids. 

	Perfect, Emilio thought to himself and smiled a crooked smile. Everything is in place, and nothing can go wrong. 

	It was the final rope that he had to check for the evening. They were all in place, criss-crossing their way along the rooftops from the small and inconspicuous hotel where Emilio was staying, conveniently close to the newly built Venezia Mestre railway station, all the way to the large, private palace that belonged to the famous Vercelli family, close to Piazza San Marco.

	Signor Riccardo Vercelli was the head of the Vercelli family, and he was without doubt the richest and most ruthless of all of the merchants in Venice. He was famous for three things. First of all, his family’s incredible wealth and power. The Vercelli family was one of the most powerful families in Italy, rivalled only by the Corenzio and the Di Vittorio families further south. Riccardo Vercelli more or less ruled northern Italy single-handedly with an iron fist, and according to some hushed rumours, he was deeply associated with the underground criminal syndicate. Secondly, he had an almost legendary volatile bad temper and was deeply overprotective regarding his daughters. Vercelli had three beautiful daughters, whom he never let out of his sight, and according to the gossip on the street, at least two infatuated and persistent young men had died in unfortunate duelling accidents after they had declared their love interests to one of Vercelli’s daughters. And thirdly, Riccardo Vercelli was a surprisingly avid art collector, and he was exceedingly proud and well-known for possessing one of Europe’s absolute finest and most exclusive private collections of classic art.

	Although his art collection may not be entirely safe or complete for long, Emilio thought with a small smirk. 

	Because if everything went according to Emilio’s carefully laid-out scheme, the following night he would carry out what was most likely going to be known as the greatest art theft in Europe during the entire nineteenth century. 

	Fortune always favours the brave, Emilio told himself. 

	It was his last job, and it would be Emilio’s ticket to freedom. Failing or getting caught was not an option, of course. The stakes were too high for that. In fact, Emilio did not even dare to speculate what would happen if he got caught…

	He continued his slow evening walk following the Canal Grande, which lazily snaked its way through Venice’s century-old brick buildings, which stood stoically half-emerged in the lapping seawater as the high tide came in. The first flutter of excitement and a nearly physical longing that always came over him the day before a great heist seemed to follow in his footsteps as Emilio continued his walk along the side of the foggy canal.

	 

	*

	 



 

	~ Chapter Two ~
 

	Mr Quinn Darrell had just finished preparing his foldable working table for his evening work. He lit the last oil lantern before he carefully closed the small glass panel door and placed the lantern together with the rest of the half a dozen lanterns on the marble floor. The burning lanterns spread a flickering light and had been positioned in a semicircle on the floor, surrounding a large oil painting that Quinn was just about to start working on in Riccardo Vercelli’s private art gallery. 

	The painting in front of Quinn was a classic masterwork by Botticelli that was nearly three centuries old, and it had been taken down from its original place on the wall in one of the gallery exhibition rooms next door. The canvas had been carefully freed from its heavy golden frame and placed on a sturdy easel at a comfortable working height next to the foldable table.

	Normally, Quinn would have preferred to work in natural daylight; however, his employer, Signor Riccardo Vercelli, had been most adamant: he did not tolerate any riff-raff in his personal gallery during the day! 

	While Quinn had no doubts that Riccardo Vercelli did not like to see servants or any other staff marring the interior of his extravagant palace in neoclassic style more than absolutely necessary, Quinn strongly believed that another reason for Vercelli’s dislike of him was because of the problematic behaviour of one of his daughters. Most of the other members of the Vercelli family simply ignored Quinn’s presence; however, Riccardo Vercelli’s youngest daughter, Felisa Vercelli, had seemed to take an unhealthy interest in Quinn almost from the beginning when he first arrived from England to Venice three weeks ago. 

	Felisa Vercelli was a couple of years younger than Quinn and was in her early twenties. She was short like her father, and she had large eyes, a heart-shaped face, and long black hair in thick ringlets that fell down almost to her waist. In Quinn’s opinion she was an incredibly spoiled young lady, because she seemed to be used to always getting exactly what she wanted, when she wanted it. Unfortunately, she spoke very fluent English, and Quinn was often forced to ask her to help translate for him, which she was happy to oblige and do for him. However, regrettably she did not bother to conceal her rather open interest in him, which not even Quinn could fail to notice. Indeed, her open flirting efforts when she tried to teach him and improve his rather poor Italian had left Quinn more embarrassed than intrigued. 

	To make things even worse, Riccardo Vercelli had somehow found out about her impish behaviour and he reached the far-fetched idea that it was Quinn who was the source of his daughter’s imprudent conduct. And to Quinn’s deep disgrace, he had even rudely suggested that Quinn was leading her on! 

	However, when Quinn desperately, and rather mortified, had tried to explain to his employer in broken Italian that he had only meant to be polite and that he never meant to encourage anything, it had only resulted in yet another explosion of Riccardo Vercelli’s famously bad temper. Vercelli had made his iron-clad opinion clear by shouting so loudly it could probably have been heard all the way to the church of San Giorgio Maggiore on the other side of the canal. After calling Quinn a series of names in Italian–which Quinn could only assume were somewhat offensive and quite rude–Vercelli had promptly fired him on the spot and sent him away, despite Quinn’s protests and honest reassurances that he was perfectly innocent and that it had all been some horrible mistake! 

	Deflated and perfectly miserable, Quinn had returned to his small and shabby apartment, worrying himself sick over how on Earth he would afford the train ticket back to England, when five minutes later, a thin and nervous-looking servant had showed up on his doorstep and informed him that Quinn had been rehired by Signor Vercelli, who had decided that Quinn should work only at night for the rest of his contract. Quinn had been far too relieved to protest. Although it would have been better for him to carry out his work in daylight, he never dared to mention it directly to Riccardo Vercelli. 

	Oh, well. But I suppose there are probably worse employers in the world, Quinn thought to himself, and not for the first time since he arrived in Venice.

	And to be fair, Quinn’s old teacher and mentor, Dr Byrne at the British Museum, had been rather unpleasant too. He had been regimentally strict and almost impossible to please, and his deliberately cold comments and icy silence of disapproval could be just as uncomfortable to suffer as Riccardo Vercelli’s fierce outbursts of anger. 

	After finishing studying in Cambridge, Quinn had worked at the British Museum during his three-year-long apprenticeship as an art restorer, and he was used to working in peace and quiet. In fact, he did not mind at all working alone in the middle of the night. 

	And I get the unique possibility of marvelling at the entire Vercelli private collection without anyone to disturb me, Quinn thought, rather pleased.

	Secretly Quinn was also rather relieved to be rid of Felisa Vercelli’s teasing and her complicated innuendo games, which he always seemed to misunderstand. Besides, her bold flirting attempts would sooner or later lead to that he was fired again, and Quinn desperately wanted to keep his job. The work was well paid, and once the contract was finished in a couple of months, he would be free to travel all around Italy for the rest of the spring and during the entire summer to fully explore Italian paintings and sculptures, following his heart’s delight.

	Florence, Verona, Rome… Quinn’s mind began to wander off into a daydream while he routinely started to mix salt, water, and vinegar together in a glass flask. Where shall I go first?

	He studied his new conical glass flask in the burning light from the lanterns. The glass flask set, which had been created by the German chemist Emil Erlenmeyer, was the latest addition to Quinn’s personal art restoration equipment set, and he was more than pleased with his new purchase as he watched the liquids swirl together in the thin bottle before he set it down on the foldable table. Once the solutions had been prepared, Quinn surveyed his worktable. Without thinking, he carefully adjusted one of the paintbrushes so that they were all the exact same distance from the edge of the table. Not that it would affect his work, of course; however, Quinn liked it when things were perfectly neat and in systematic order.  

	“There, all done,” Quinn mumbled to himself and made a final double-check that he had everything he needed. “Time to get working.”

	He rolled up the sleeves of his collarless shirt and donned a pair of white, perfectly ironed cotton gloves, which he always wore when he was working to prevent any fingerprints or smudges. Slowly Quinn raised his gaze and looked upon the oil painting on the easel before him. 

	The Feast of Bacchus, painted in 1483, Quinn thought breathlessly and shivered slightly as small goose bumps formed along his neck and down his arms. A true masterpiece by Sandro Botticelli from the early renaissance, unrivalled in style and class. 

	The oil painting in front of him featured Bacchus, the Roman god of wine, fertility, and good harvest, surrounded by naked or half-clad men and women wearing only thin, transparent veils and flower wreaths in their hair. They were gathered around a long table in the middle of a lush forest and they were occupied with excessive eating, drinking, and… other highly immoral activities related to fertility that made Quinn blush. In addition, Bacchus and the other half-dressed humans were surrounded by mischievous satyrs and other magical creatures, which seemed to have run away directly from A Midsummer Night’s Dream by Shakespeare.

	The Feast of Bacchus was undoubtedly a classic masterpiece, and in Quinn’s opinion it even surpassed The Birth of Venus, which was painted by Botticelli three years before. 

	Imagine that I get the unique privilege to work with a Botticelli painting and help restore it, Quinn thought with a small shiver.  

	A wave of awe rolled over him and he felt deeply honoured that he–Quinn Darrell, a simple Englishman from Sussex–would have the rare opportunity to work on such a famous painting. Silently he vowed that he would do everything in his power to carefully restore it to its former glory. For this humble opportunity, Quinn would stoically endure any type of verbal abuse from his employer or any amount of foolish teasing from Vercelli’s clearly morally impaired youngest daughter. 

	Vercelli’s art collection was by far the largest and most impressive private collection that Quinn had ever seen, and it was most certainly not open to the public. The private gallery was spread out over several spacious rooms and took up most of the third floor of the building. Around him the walls were covered with classic and renowned paintings, including several paintings by Rembrandt and renaissance artist Raphael. The adjoining room was filled with sculptures, and the room was dominated by an astonishingly beautiful large marble statue of a male angel by Michelangelo, which was placed next to the high windows. The sculpture was so extraordinary stunning and beautiful that it made Quinn feel somewhat mesmerised and a little bit strange if he looked at it for too long. In addition, a couple of paintings by Vermeer had also managed to sneak their way into the art collection, although Vermeer’s portraits of ordinary people in domestic settings did seem quite at odds with the rest of the extravagant palace room with light sky-blue walls and heavily decorated stucco ceilings in white and gold, not to mention the almost absurdly oversized crystal chandeliers. 

	The clock tower from the nearby Piazza San Marco tolled and brought Quinn back from his musing. 

	The painting is in remarkably good condition, Quinn thought as he reached for one of the larger of the two ostrich feather dusters on the table next to him. 

	There were no visible larger cracks in the oil painting or any damage to the canvas that needed to be repaired, although a couple of smaller fissures in the oil paint might need some extra attention. Carefully Quinn began to remove the thin layer of dust and the occasional spider webs that the somewhat careless housemaids had left behind during their regular cleaning. He took a step closer, inspecting the painting in the burning light from the surrounding oil lanterns. 

	But what is this? Quinn frowned and adjusted his thin oval-shaped spectacles and leaned forward to examine the painting closely. Silently he prayed that his observation was wrong, but to no avail.

	“Black mould!” Quinn gasped with the same horror as a medieval priest would utter ‘Black death!’ after confirming the first victim in his parish village.

	And indeed, an uneven pattern of black mould had formed in the left corner, slowly spreading over the painting. Black mould could ruin a painting beyond restoration if it was left alone to spread and fester like a malicious infection.

	Without looking up, Quinn quickly reached for the conical glass flask and a clean cloth and cautiously began to apply the first cleaning wash by sponging the painting lightly with the solution. The sharp smell of vinegar slowly spread in the room and made him a little bit dizzy at first; however, Quinn dismissed the sensation, although he knew that it would most likely result in a heavy headache the next day. He sighed with relief when he noticed that the mould had not managed to penetrate deeper into the canvas but had only attacked the surface of the oil painting. 

	Thank the Lord I am here to prevent it from spreading and save the painting from getting completely ruined! he thought.

	“Riccardo Vercelli really should take better care of his art collection,” Quinn muttered crossly under his breath. “This type of negligence is unacceptable!”

	He decided that he would let the first wash dry completely for an hour or so, and then he would attack the black mould again with a stronger solution of vinegar mixed with a tiny dose of poisonous cyanide, which he needed to be careful with.

	I have to remove all traces of mould before I add the final tinted varnish, Quinn thought absentmindedly to himself as he continued to work, bent over the easel. It will be a long night.

	However, soon he had lost himself in his work and Quinn never noticed how the time slowly walked by. He continued to carefully remove the mould from the oil painting, never guessing what strange incidents that would occur the next evening when the Venetian carnival began.

	 

	*

	 




~ Chapter Three ~
 

	The following night

	 

	Emilio tied the silk ribbons to his black-and-white chequered mask behind his head before he inspected the result in the oval mirror next to the door in his hotel room. He adjusted the harlequin mask slightly. The thin porcelain mask covered the upper part of his face, and although it did not hide his chin and rather thin lips, it would be enough to conceal his identity while still being reasonably practical. In addition, he had also tied back his shoulder-length dark, wavy hair to prevent it from falling down in his eyes.

	The hotel room was tolerable, according to Emilio, who normally preferred to stay in more luxurious hotels than simple middle-class guesthouses; however, the hotel was conveniently located near the train station, and the hotel keeper seemed slightly daft and insipid, which always was a good thing for those who wanted to remain unremembered. The room had been simply furnished with a four-poster bed with thick, navy blue curtains, a set of drawers, and a writing desk with a matching wooden high chair. 

	Emilio double-checked the small Dutch table clock on top of the set of drawers again and sighed. 

	I should wait at least another quarter of an hour before I leave, he thought and sauntered over to the whitewashed hotel window and leaned against it.

	The sounds from the nearby train station could be heard through the closed window. Below him, people dressed up in various fanciful masks, hats, and colourful gowns were hurrying down the narrow cobblestoned street, shouting and laughing at each other. For a moment, Emilio envied them deeply and wished that he could be so free and careless again. Instead he was tense and–although he did not want to admit it–Emilio felt quite nervous. While it was normal to be slightly on edge before carrying out a night job, this time there was far too much at stake to be calm.

	But I have been tied to the puppeteer’s strings for too long, Emilio thought grimly to himself. It was time to cut loose and risk it all. This will be my final job, and then I shall be free!

	For more than a decade Emilio had carried out a string of dashing burglaries all over Europe, specialising in expensive jewellery and famous art. In the press he was known as ‘The White Dahlia’, since he always left a cream-coloured dahlia at the scene of his crime like a teasing calling card. It was, of course, a slightly overdramatic name, which Emilio had earned after his first successful burglary when he had, following a whimsical impulse, picked a dahlia from the greenhouse when he broke in to the Marquis de Verger’s summer estate in southern France. Emilio had left the delicate flower inside the state-of-the-art security safe in exchange for the marquis’s priceless jewel collection, including one of the world’s largest cut rubies, which was almost the size of a large hen egg and just slightly smaller than the ‘Black Prince’s Ruby’ from the British crown jewels. 

	During his career as a master thief, Emilio had made very few mistakes. In fact, although there had been a couple of close calls, he had only got caught once, during a disastrous burglary in Naples, when everything that possibly could go wrong had gone wrong. At the time Emilio had been led to believe that he had managed to get away lightly, especially since the elderly Viscount Corenzio, a rich and incredibly powerful man, had decided not to contact the local police, despite the fact that Emilio was trespassing and caught directly in the act of stealing several of the viscount’s expensive Chinese Ming vases.

	And all the viscount wanted in return for not handing Emilio over to the police was a couple of small favours…

	It had seemed like a good offer; however, with time Emilio had found himself being drawn deeper and deeper into a treacherous game, which he was getting more and more reluctant to participate in. Stealing jewellery and classic art for the excitement and thrill from rich, pompous noblemen who could afford to be without them was one thing; however, becoming the viscount’s private puppet and making dangerous enemies was quite another…  

	Even a master thief had certain standards. 

	And in the end, Emilio decided he wanted to break free from the agreement. However, since he strongly wanted to avoid spending the rest of his days in prison, Emilio had realised that he had to come up with a plan. A very good and solid plan. The viscount was a powerful and unscrupulous man with powerful friends, and no one left his clutches without his permission. 

	But the enemy of my enemy is my friend, Emilio thought as he thoughtfully looked through the window.

	In theory his plot was as exceedingly simple as it was bold. All he had to do was steal a couple of the most famous paintings in the world from one of northern Italy’s most dangerous men and then make sure that Viscount Corenzio got blamed.  

	As two powerful and rivalrous men were prone to do, Riccardo Vercelli and the viscount already disliked each other immensely. So after Emilio had stolen a couple of paintings from Vercelli, he simply planned to spread the wild gossip that it was the viscount who had ordered the theft. After a fortnight or so–when Emilio planned to be as far as possible from Venice!–he intended to send a written false confession to Riccardo Vercelli, explaining that he had been ‘forced’ by the viscount to steal the paintings, and that by betraying his master and telling Vercelli ‘the truth’, Emilio hoped that he would spare his life…

	According to Emilio’s calculations, Riccardo Vercelli would probably be so angry and humiliated that he would most likely blindly accept the idea that the viscount had ordered the theft to prove his superiority and undermine Vercelli’s power in the north. After all, it was a logical assumption and he would have written evidence too! And if any of Vercelli’s lackeys did any research and found out Emilio’s identity, they would as matter of fact find that he had been blackmailed by the viscount for years, just like Emilio would have explained in his letter to Vercelli. 

	It is a risky game, but it is a foolproof plan, Emilio concluded and glanced at the Dutch table clock again. Ah, finally.

	He slung his backpack over his shoulder and looked down the narrow street to make sure that it was empty before he grabbed the uneven stone kneeler above the window to his hotel room. Swiftly Emilio heaved himself up on the clay-tiled roof without a sound. The night was colder than the previous evening and the temperature had dropped. Small clouds of fog were created in front of his mouth every time Emilio exhaled, before they slowly dissolved like smoke and disappeared into the chilly air. 

	The sky was clear, and the moon above was on its last quarter and spread its white-blue light over the rooftops.

	It would have been better if it had been a little bit darker, Emilio thought and paused to eye the moon with a slight frown. Then again, you cannot always have it all, and no one will see me if I am careful.

	Moving stealthily like a ghost in the night, Emilio climbed from roof to roof, careful not to disturb any of the loose, red clay tiles or sleeping pigeons. Venice was built on more than one hundred small islands, and the city had no natural connection to the mainland except for the man-made causeway. Due to the heavy competition for land, all buildings in Venice were fairly high and very narrow. It was impossible to use horse carriages in Venice due to the narrow streets and the numerous stone bridges that crossed the canals, which were arched high enough to let gondolas and other high boats pass under them.

	After a few minutes he arrived to the first black-painted rope, which was pulled straight across one of the wider main streets and firmly secured around the weathered brick chimney next to him. The street below was deserted, since most people were gathering down at the Piazza San Marco to get the best view of the yearly Venetian carnival fireworks display that would start at midnight.

	“The rope will hold,” Emilio whispered reassuringly to himself as he placed his right foot on the hemp rope tentatively.

	He wore low, leather boots with a soft calfskin sole that would have been useless for extensive walking and would have been worn out in practically no time; however, they were excellent for tightrope walking and provided him with good, solid contact with the rope underneath his feet. 

	Despite his chosen profession as a master thief and cat burglar–and although he would never admit it to anyone!–Emilio did not, in fact, like heights. Unwisely, but unable to resist the impulse, he looked down from the roof, and instantly a surge of vertigo hit him so hard that he felt dizzy and slightly nauseated. Emilio shook his head, trying to get rid of the feeling, and he promptly supressed his erratic emotions before they got hold of him entirely.

	I have done this a hundred times before, Emilio thought firmly and swallowed hard before he took the first couple of wary steps out on the rope. 

	He extended his arms slowly to achieve the right balance as the rope swayed slightly under his weight as he began the crossing. The distance from the roof down to the unforgivingly hard cobblestoned street was at least forty feet, and the drop was more than enough to severely cripple or kill a man, a fact that Emilio sternly refused to think about.

	Suddenly, when he had almost reached the middle of the rope, an unexpected gust of wind came from nowhere! 

	Emilio gasped out loud, and for a short and horrible moment he nearly lost his balance. The wind was not strong enough to push him off the rope, but it had been enough to distract him and break his concentration. Emilio stopped to regain his balance. He clenched his jaws and fought the natural impulse to look down, an action that he knew would make him lightheaded and result in his imminent–and probably rather messy!–death. Instead Emilio forced himself to keep looking straight ahead, breathe slowly, and relax. He took a moment to steady himself before he continued and swiftly crossed the rope to the other side. 

	“See? That was easy,” Emilio said to himself faintly and laughed somewhat unconvincingly while he tried to ignore his rapidly beating heart, sweaty palms, and weak knees. “I never doubted it for a moment… After all, I am an expert and a master thief.”

	It took Emilio less than half an hour before he reached Vercelli’s palace. A crowd of people, all wearing decorated masks and dressed up in extravagant masquerade costumes, had gathered down at the open square down the Piazza to secure a good spot with a nice view of the upcoming Chinese firework display, and no one bothered to look in his direction. 

	Eccellente, he thought. I have plenty of time before the fireworks will start.

	A quick investigation around Vercelli’s palace told Emilio that two guards were stationed as usual outside the large doorway that led into a small stone-paved courtyard at the front of the building. The guardsmen seemed bored and more than a little bit unhappy to be on duty during the first night of the Venetian festival. They looked as if they thought that every brightly lit paper lantern in various colours that hung above the streets had been placed there only to personally mock them. 

	They will never see me or even know that I am here before I am gone, Emilio thought with a crooked smile. Vercelli probably does not even pay them well enough for them to be diligent and alert on their watch. 

	From his superior position, Emilio could easily survey two of the spacious rooms of Vercelli’s private art gallery. He waited patiently until the guards performed their dull tour around the palace, which they did routinely every half hour from dusk to dawn, before he crossed the final rope and reached the roof of Vercelli’s palace without being seen or heard.

	At exactly midnight, when the church bells echoed all over Venice, the first Chinese firework went off to a chorus of excited exclamations and cheers from the crowd down by the Piazza San Marco. The sky was lit up and painted bright white, followed by azure blue and stark red in a rapid succession.

	That is my cue, Emilio thought and swiftly lowered a short rope to the top window that led to the gallery. 

	He climbed down the rope quickly and reached a narrow stone balcony in front of the high neoclassical windows, which were heavily framed with rich stone carvings. The blade of his thin dagger fitted perfectly into the crack between the window and the wooden windowsill. With a flick of his wrist, Emilio twisted the knife, and the window was forced open with a small snap at the exact same time as another firework went off, which nicely disguised the noise from the broken window. A second later, Emilio landed as nimbly as a cat and without a sound on the marble floor in the gallery. He lit a small tin bullseye lantern that he retrieved from his backpack and let the hooded light sweep over the paintings on the walls. 

	Ah, Emilio mused and could not help but smile. There you are, my beauties.

	The Feast of Bacchus by Botticelli hung on the wall opposite Madonna in the Meadow, which was next to a smaller version of Transfiguration by Raphael, his last painting before his death in Rome 1520. 

	With a rapidly beating heart, Emilio carefully lifted the first painting down from the wall. Using a pair of pliers, he removed the painting from its golden decorated frame before he rolled it up and placed it into his black canvas backpack. 

	Everything is going perfectly according to my plan, he thought, pleased with himself. This will be known as the art theft of the century. It is a pity that I cannot take credit for it.

	However, it was not until it was much too late that Emilio realised that he was not entirely alone in Vercelli’s private art gallery that night.

	 

	*

	 


 

	 

	~ Chapter Four ~
 

	It was a couple minutes after midnight and Quinn had just completed the last of the watercolour in-painting of a Rembrandt’s self-portrait, which Quinn was working on for the evening. He had finished most of the work on the Feast for Bacchus the previous night and carefully managed to remove all the traces of black mould. The canvas had been replaced in its elaborate golden frame and returned to its original place in the art gallery again; however, Quinn planned to continue working on the oil painting in a couple of days when the tinted varnish had hardened. 

	Outside the palace windows, the Venetian fireworks display had just begun; however, regardless of the amazed cheers and spontaneous hoorays from the audience down by the riverside, it was not enough to tempt Quinn to leave his work and walk over to the high window to marvel at the colourful fireworks. Instead, he took a couple of steps back from the painting he was working on and inspected it critically. 

	Was the overlaying watercolour paint absolutely perfect? Quinn thought while he adjusted his oval spectacles and leaned forward, scrutinising his work carefully. And did the new paint strokes really exactly match the original painting, both in colour and the style of the brushstrokes?

	Quinn frowned. The portrait was so lifelike it seemed to look back at him. Rembrandt paintings were always a challenge to work on, according to Quinn and many other persons working on art restoration. The Dutch painter was known as ‘the master of light and shadow’, and Rembrandt had a remarkable gift of using colours and contrasts in a dramatic and brilliant way, which no living artist had ever been able to fully replicate, in Quinn’s opinion. 

	He reached for the magnifying glass on the working table next to him and leaned closer to examined the portrait in detail. The overlaid watercolour was neatly blended, and it looked even in the light from the burning lanterns on the floor, but one could never be too meticulous, and Quinn absolutely loathed when other art restorers were careless or did sloppy work.

	Like that landscape by John Wootton last year, Quinn thought with an involuntary shudder. What a perfect nightmare!

	He had spent more than a month during the end of his apprenticeship working on several paintings in Somerset for a private commission through the British Museum last summer. One of the paintings, Fox Hunting in the Autumn, had been slightly damaged in a previous accident, but someone had tried to restore it and had had the tremendously bad idea to patch up the rather small tear in the oil painting with horse glue. 

	Horse glue! Quinn scoffed softly. Why would anyone in their sane mind use horse glue?

	To make things even worse, the same idiot had then decided to cover his ugly mistake with a completely different tone of awful dirt blue and sewage brown. The result had been an atrocity, and it looked like the English autumn sky in the painting above the hunting party had given birth to some sort of monstrosity, like a ghastly sea creature from the deep. 

	It was absolutely horrible! Quinn remembered and shuddered again at the memory. 

	In fact, the result had been so utterly awful that Quinn would not have been surprised if he had heard rumours that the painter, John Wootton, had risen from his grave to haunt the clearly amateurish art restorer who had nearly destroyed and practically defiled his landscape painting. 

	Luckily–and to his own personal relief!–Quinn had found that both the horse glue and the gruesome amateurish paintwork had been removable and the painting could be saved. He had spent several weeks dissolving the glue and carefully eliminating every last visible trace of amateurish paint with a sharp razorblade, layer by layer, until he reached the original painting underneath. Then, using the thinnest canvas thread, he had painstakingly slowly and carefully mended the tear by weaving the edges of the ripped canvas together. Only a nearly invisible thin scar in the painting had been left, which he in turn had covered neatly using a minimal amount of paint in the exact same colour of light indigo blue and chestnut brown that the artist had chosen initially. 

	The final result had made Quinn secretly proud of himself and it had given him a deep satisfaction, and although he was not entirely sure the rich owner of the painting had noticed the massive difference, Quinn was convinced the dead artist, John Wootton, would have been pleased with Quinn’s work.

	Even Dr Byrne had seemed pleased when he came down to the estate in Somerset from London to inspect my work and the final results, Quinn thought. Not that Dr Byrne had said anything, of course. He never did. But he had nodded approvingly.

	A low, unfamiliar noise nearby brought Quinn back from his wandering down memory lane and interrupted his thoughts.

	What was that? He looked up from the painting. Quinn felt a sudden draft, which made the burning light from the oil lanterns on the floor flicker slightly. That is a little bit strange…

	He tilted his head slightly to one side, listening attentively. Quinn thought that he had heard some sort of peculiar sound from the next room, which did not seem to come from outside, where the Venetian festival and the midnight fireworks display were in full swing. The room was periodically lit up by the fireworks and gave the strange impression that a lightning storm in different colours was going on outside the private art gallery.

	Perhaps it is one of the guardsmen? Quinn pondered with a slight frown. Although the guards usually do not patrol inside the palace…

	Absentmindedly he took off his cotton gloves and placed them in a neatly folded pile on his working desk next to the easel. 

	I sincerely hope it is not Felisa Vercelli who has come to look for me! Quinn thought with a sinking feeling while he frantically tried to come up with a plausible excuse for why Vercelli’s favourite daughter would decide to seek him out in the middle of the night. 

	He listened carefully for any other strange noise, but luckily, and to his vast relief, heard nothing that sounded like the swishing of expensive low-cut velvet evening gowns or the soft footsteps from silk lady’s slippers. Quiet as a mouse, Quinn tiptoed to the large open doorway and peeked in to the adjoining room, ready to jump and hide behind the high double doors at any second if he saw even the briefest sight of Vercelli’s youngest daughter. 

	However, when Quinn cautiously looked around the corner to the other room, his mind could not entirely make sense of what he was seeing in the stark, bright light from the fireworks outside. Why was there a man dressed completely in black from head to toe, wearing a Venetian chequered mask, in the art gallery at this time of night? And what on Earth was he doing with the Raphael painting of the Madonna in the Meadow?

	Then realisation dawned upon him.

	It is a thief! Quinn’s eyes went wide and he caught his breath. And he is stealing the paintings!

	And indeed, the lithe black-clad man had already removed several paintings from their frames and rolled them up before he had ungraciously stuffed them into a black canvas backpack that stood on the marble floor next to a small hooded lantern. The sight of the rolled and rather manhandled paintings sparked Quinn’s anger instantly.

	You shall not steal those paintings and leave this house, he vowed and clenched his jaw. Not as long as I am here to stop you!

	“Oi! You!” Quinn called out in English, without thinking. “Be careful with those paintings!”

	Quinn tried to desperately come up with the right words in Italian; however, the masked art thief did not need any further translation to realise that he had been discovered. With more agility than Quinn thought was possible, he nimbly snatched the backpack from the floor before he threw himself out the open window!

	“No!” Quinn called out in shock.

	In despair he rushed over to the high window. However, instead of looking down at a limp, bloody corpse in a spread-eagle position on the cobblestones below, Quinn realised that the masked man had caught hold of a rope outside the window and he was now climbing swiftly towards the roof. 

	He is getting away!

	“Guards!” Quinn yelled at the top of his lungs. “Guards!”

	The agile art thief paused once he reached the roof. His black-and-white mask did not cover his entire face and he smiled down mockingly at Quinn before he gave him a rather flamboyant bow and disappeared over the moonlit rooftops. Quinn scoffed loudly with irritation and he ran down the stairs as fast as he could. He crossed the small courtyard and rushed past the surprised guardsmen at the gate. 

	“Un cucchiaio! C’è un cucchiaio sul tetto! Prendili! Prendilo!” Quinn shouted in broken Italian. “A spoon! There is a spoon on the roof! Catch them! Catch him!”

	The two guards looked at each other in confusion and shrugged. Clearly the young Englishman had lost his mind.

	“Oh, damnation! There is a thief on the roof! We have to stop him!” Quinn shouted in English, not caring if the guards understood him or not. “Fermate il cucchiaio!”

	The guardsmen did not seem to understand him, but nevertheless they decided to follow the deranged young Englishman, although he did not make any sense and kept pointing towards the sky and talking about spoons. However, as soon as they got a sight of a masked man dressed completely in black, who swiftly and skilfully jumped between the roofs of the narrow buildings like a cat, they finally understood what the Englishman was raving about and why he seemed so aggravated. 

	“It is a thief!” one of the guards exclaimed in Italian to his fellow guardsman, who groaned in reply. “Signor Vercelli will have our heads unless we catch him!”

	“Do not let him get away with those paintings! They are fragile!” the Englishman shouted over the noise from fireworks display. “We have to stop him!”

	But instead of running after the thief, one of the guardsmen paused. He raised his rifled musket to his shoulder and aimed carefully at the black-clad man, who had just begun to nimbly walk across a nearly invisible rope between two narrow houses, with extended arms.

	“I got you now,” the guard whispered softly before he closed his eyes and pulled the trigger of the flintlock rifle at the same time as a firework went off and painted the night sky in stark, bright white light.

	 

	*

	 


 

	 

	~ Chapter Five ~
 

	“Mannaggia!” Emilio swore as the first gunshot whistled past him disturbingly close as he walked across the tightrope. “Damn!”

	A couple of more shots rang out, and one bullet grazed his thigh, leaving a stinging wound and permanently ruining his trousers in the process. 

	“Ow!” Emilio exclaimed and cursed again, more vigorously this time. 

	For a short and awful second he thought he would fall as he swayed dangerously to one side. Luckily he managed to straighten himself up and regained his balance at the last moment. Clenching his jaw tight, he crossed the rope as fast as he could. Emilio thankfully sent a short prayer to the Holy Virgin Mary for watching over him before he ran as fast as he could over the rooftops. In his hurry, several old, loose roof tiles came loose under his feet and fell down with a noisy crash as they hit the street below, followed by shrieks of surprise from a couple of passing people, including two similar-looking young ladies who gasped out loud and whispered excitedly to each other as their eyes followed him.

	Disregarding them entirely, Emilio increased his reckless speed and jumped across several wide gaps between narrow alleys. He ran like all hell had broken loose behind him. If he wanted to avoid getting killed–or even worse, getting caught!–he could not afford to be sensible and cautious anymore.

	They will never catch me! Emilio thought, full of confidence and adrenaline.

	However, to Emilio’s vast irritation, he noticed that his pursuers were still chasing after him closely. Every time he had to slow down to cross one of his tightropes or climb a higher building, they caught up with him, no matter how many dangerous shortcuts he took. 

	I need to create a diversion and get rid of them, Emilio thought, breathing hard. 

	Following a sudden impulse, he stopped dead in his tracks, turned around abruptly, and ran as fast as he could in the direct opposite direction. Without looking down, Emilio leaped across two tall buildings before he pressed himself flat against the clay roof tiles to avoid being seen from below. He held his breath, forcing himself to lie absolutely still while he felt his heart beating rapidly in his chest.

	To his satisfaction Emilio heard the guardsmen curse in confusion in Italian below him a couple of moments later.

	“Lo abbiamo perso, è scomparso!” said one of the guards, panting hard. “We have lost him, he has disappeared!”

	“We will have to split up or he will get away!” someone shouted. “I will go in this direction and you go that way.”

	Eccellente, Emilio thought with a crooked smile and slowly leaned a little bit forward to peer down and survey the alley below. 

	He saw the backs of the two guardsmen running west towards the opera house, Teatro la Fenice. The guards had been gullible enough to fall for Emilio’s simple trick, but the annoying Englishman had not been so easy to divert and fool, Emilio concluded, as down the alley he caught a glimpse of the other man, who was carefully searching the roofs of the buildings above him. 

	Time to get rid of him, too, Emilio thought and boldly stood up, not caring if he was seen or not.

	At the same time, the Chinese firework display reached its final crescendo and lit up the entire sky like a dramatic lightning storm. The world around them seemed to stop, perfectly frozen in time, like a silvery picture from a daguerreotype camera.

	But he is absolutely gorgeous! The thought went through Emilio’s mind and hit him unexpectedly from nowhere. 

	The young man below him had ash-blond hair and wore a pair of thin oval glasses, which made him look older than he probably was. He had high, sharp cheekbones and slightly downward-slanted eyes, which gave him a solemn and somewhat sad expression. The Englishman was dressed in a white shirt with a flat collar with rolled-up sleeves, an olive-green velvet waistcoat, and dark brown trousers. He was lean but still muscular and so pale that he looked almost like a spectre. After the wild chase, he gave a rather untidy impression, with his tousled hair and sweaty shirt; however, for some reason it only added to his alluring appeal, in Emilio’s opinion, as immoral temptation washed over him.

	“You shall not get away with those paintings!” the young man cried out angrily in English, his words echoing through the night and breaking the spell. “You shall not!”

	Well, we will see about that, my beautiful darling, Emilio thought with a smile to himself, and he could not resist giving him a mockingly flourished salute before he began running again. 

	To Emilio’s amusement he thought he heard the Englishman scoff loudly with frustration behind him, but it could have been only in his imagination. 

	Running fast again, after he had caught his breath, Emilio knew exactly where he was heading. It was not his first night job in Venice, and he knew every nook and cranny of the rooftops in Venice like the back of his own hand. After a couple of daredevil jumps across various houses and one–indisputably both reckless and almost mad!–leap across one of the broader streets, Emilio reached the Ponte di Rialto bridge. 

	He nimbly landed directly on the stone roof of one of the small shops on the bridge, and Emilio rolled with the agility of a circus acrobat to soften his fall. Along both sides of the wide covered bridge there was a row of numerous small shops, which sold everything from Venetian glass items to flower bouquets when they were open during the day. For now, however, the bridge was empty since everyone had gathered to see the fireworks near Saint Mark’s Basilica.

	Emilio looked behind him. Although he had gained an increased distance on his annoying pursuer, the younger man was still following him. He must be in ridiculously good shape and seemed nearly impossible to get rid of, Emilio concluded, panting hard.

	“For the love of the Holy Mother, does he never give up?” Emilio mumbled to himself as he began to run again over the slated stone roofs of the shop stalls along the bridge.

	Moving as fast as he could, Emilio threw a quick glance behind him to see how far the obnoxious Englishman was. However, looking over his shoulder and not focusing on where he was running proved to be a dire mistake. Emilio stumbled suddenly upon one of the irregular edges on the slated stone roof. 

	He lost his balance and fell.

	Luckily, the fall was not especially high, perhaps no more than six to eight feet, but Emilio landed badly. Too late he tried to soften the hard landing against the stone pavement; however, he was only partly successful. Emilio cursed loudly as blazing pain spread from his left ankle up along his leg.

	It better not be broken! Emilio concluded with gritted teeth.

	He attempted to continue to run; however, he was limping badly and it was impossible to ignore his injured ankle. To make things worse, Emilio heard someone call out behind him.

	“Halt!” the Englishman demanded in a loud voice. “Stop, I tell you.”

	Emilio turned around, growing more desperate each moment. 

	Running was not an option anymore. Although he was pretty sure that his ankle was only badly sprained, it clearly prevented him from moving swiftly for now, and jumping between high buildings was definitely out of the question for weeks to come. 

	I shall not get caught, Emilio vowed to himself and tightened his grip on the backpack. And I refuse to give up the paintings!

	“Torna indietro,” he warned the young Englishman darkly. “Go back.”

	“I will not.” 

	“This has nothing to do with you,” Emilio said in broken English with a rather strong Italian accent. “Go back!”

	The other man approached him slowly. He straightened his back and adjusted his green waistcoat. Despite the situation, Emilio could not help but notice how attractive he was, even though the younger man had been running and a couple of drops of perspiration were making their way from his temples. 

	“I cannot let you leave with the paintings,” the young man said in a clear and annoyingly determined voice. He raised his chin high, which in combination with his sharp cheekbones made him look more than a little aristocratic, despite the fact that he was sweaty and his formerly neat side-combed hair was tousled. “It would not be right!”

	British people and their damn pride! Emilio had to stifle a short scream of frustration. Honestly, what is wrong with you people? 

	But then an idea formed in Emilio’s mind and he forced himself to hide a small smile.

	“Fine, then let us settle this like gentlemen,” Emilio said. He paused before he added, “Let us fight!” 

	“Fight?” 

	“Certainly. I cannot run anymore and you will not let me leave. And there is no one around who can help you arrest me. Everyone is down by the Piazza.”

	And it was true, the area around them was deserted and they stood alone in the bleak moonlight on the old stone bridge, which was surrounded by thin veils of fog. In the distance the sounds from the last fireworks display could still be heard.

	“I do not know…” the Englishman said cautiously. 

	“Or are you afraid to face me?” Emilio mocked him.

	“Of course not!” the other man scoffed instantly in a rather adorable way. With quick motions he unbuttoned and took off his waistcoat. “I accept your challenge. Let us settle this!”

	“Eccellente,” Emilio replied and lowered his backpack to the ground. “May the best man win.”

	The younger man removed his glasses and folded them neatly before he placed them next to his waistcoat on the stone balustrade. The Englishman paused for a moment before he squinted somewhat nearsighted and adjusted the glasses so that they were perfectly aligned with the edge of the stone block. 

	“I am ready,” he said.

	“I should warn you,” Emilio said lightly, “I am pretty good at fighting and I do not want to hurt you.”

	“In that case, I am warning you in return: I used to box when I was at Cambridge University!”

	And to Emilio’s surprise he crouched slightly and raised his fists in what looked like a perfect boxing stance. 

	Ah, Emilio thought slowly with a slight scowl. I may have miscalculated this…

	But then he smiled faintly to himself. The Englishman’s guard was high and tight, and he seemed to be able to move pretty quickly too. However, Emilio had been fighting bare-knuckled on the streets since he was a young boy. He knew how to fight dirty.

	“Well,” Emilio said in an aloof voice. “I shall consider myself warned, in that case.”

	Emilio stretched lazily, as if he was taking all the time in the world to prepare, before he without any warning dropped to the ground and viciously delivered a low, brutal kick aimed towards the other man’s knee. 

	Only sheer luck and extremely good reflexes saved the Englishman. With a short cry of surprise, he jumped back, just out of reach. 

	“That is not very honest!” he exclaimed.

	“And who said anything about an honest fight?” Emilio smiled and shrugged casually.

	The young man’s eyes narrowed, and he circled him warily.

	Although Emilio had had a good start, much thanks to the element of surprise, it became exceedingly clear to him within a couple of minutes that victory was not going to belong to him. His observation was soon confirmed by a couple of bruised ribs and a severely aching shoulder.

	Emilio frowned. The Englishman was a quick learner and he had unfortunately good reflexes in combination with a frustratingly strong guard. He blocked Emilio’s punches easily and the only time that Emilio managed to hit him was when he swiftly elbowed him across the face. Regrettably, it was not sufficient to knock him senseless, although it did result in the younger man looking slightly dazed for a moment before he began to bleed rather freely from his nose, but otherwise he seemed unharmed and annoyingly alert.

	I need to get closer and in under his guard, Emilio thought, breathing hard with the effort to keep up. It is high time to introduce foul play.

	Deliberately Emilio took a couple of hard jabs to his ribs before he bent over, leaning heavily against the stone bridge balustrade.

	“Fine,” he wheezed and coughed weakly. “You win.”

	“Do you give up?” 

	“Yes,” Emilio replied faintly. 

	“Very well,” the Englishman replied and lowered his guard. 

	Unconsciously he wiped the blood from his nose with the back of his hand and Emilio felt a short, unusual pang of remorse for hurting him. On the other hand, the younger man’s white shirt had been torn open during the fight and Emilio could not stop himself from secretly admiring the sight of his muscular chest and his marble-white skin.

	He is annoyingly attractive, Emilio confirmed sinfully and had to tear his eyes away. If only the situation were different, I would have… 

	“Well fought, sir.” Emilio pretended to cough again. 

	Emilio offered him his hand in a sportsmanlike manner, and just like he had anticipated and hoped, the Englishman shook it politely. 

	“Thank y–” the young man began to say; however, he never had time to finish the sentence.

	Ha! Emilio thought smugly and clasped both of his hands firmly over the other man’s hand. I knew he would fall for it, although it is the oldest trick in the world.

	With a sudden movement he threw himself backwards, bringing the younger man off balance. Swiftly, and almost gracefully, Emilio pulled him closer so that the momentum forced him to spin around in a large circle. The Englishman’s eyes went wide with surprise before he slammed hard into the stone balustrade. Still stunned by the sudden impact, Emilio pressed his advantage and took the opportunity to push him dangerously close over the edge of the bridge.

	“You are remarkably easy to fool,” Emilio said teasingly and smirked. “Did you know that?”

	“I–” 

	The younger man struggled to get free; however, Emilio held him down easily against the stone balustrade from his superior position. 

	And before he could stop himself, Emilio followed a sudden impulsive whim and leaned closer. He pressed his lips firmly against the young Englishman’s soft lips, stealing a forbidden kiss. The other man gasped in shocked surprise, but before he had time to react any further, Emilio suddenly released him and mercilessly pushed him over the edge of the bridge. 

	“Addio, tesoro mio,” Emilio whispered. “Goodbye, my darling.”

	In vain the younger man tried to grab on to Emilio to prevent himself from falling, but his hands found only thin air until, at the very last moment, he managed to just reach and grasp the edge of Emilio’s black-and-white chequered mask. The thin silk ribbons that were attached to the mask broke almost immediately under the strain. Their eyes met for a split second before the Englishman helplessly fell through the air. He was still clutching the Venetian mask in one hand as he plunged through the surface of the ice-cold water nearly thirty feet below the old stone bridge.

	 

	*

	 


 

	 

	~ Chapter Six ~
 

	Later the same night

	 

	“But I have already told you everything I know several times,” Quinn said tiredly.

	The portly police inspector on the other side of the table studied him with dark, sceptical eyes while his younger assistant, a tall, lanky man, wrote frenetically in his leather-bound notebook as Felisa Vercelli swiftly and effortlessly translated Quinn’s words. 

	The inspector twirled the tip of his black chin beard thoughtfully with chubby fingers. He sat on a bench on the other side of the well-scrubbed oak dining table in the servants’ dining hall, where Quinn had been thoroughly interrogated for the last couple of hours and forced to repeat his story over and over several times. 

	“The police would like you to describe the thief again,” Felisa Vercelli said softly to Quinn.

	Despite the late hour she was spotlessly dressed in a pale lemon-yellow evening gown and her hair was perfectly curled, which made Quinn wonder how many lady’s maids she had at her disposal. He felt incredibly scruffy next to her and the policemen, with his damp hair, torn bloody shirt, and colourful bruises. Running, fighting, and not to mention the involuntary night swim in the murky water of the Canal Grande had not rendered him especially respectable, Quinn concluded with a dark frown.

	No wonder the policemen do not believe me. I probably look like a complete crook, Quinn thought with a sinking feeling. Damn that thief! Everything is his fault! 

	“As I said before,” Quinn repeated with a small sigh, “the thief was rather short. He was slightly bulky and somewhere between thirty and forty years old.” 

	“And his appearance?”

	“He looked like he was from Spain or possibly Portugal. He had slightly uneven teeth, a broad nose, and a thin scar along his cheek.”

	“On the right or left side?” the police inspector asked rapidly.

	Quinn hesitated slightly before he answered. 

	“The scar was on the left side of his face,” he said promptly.

	The police inspector and his assistant exchanged a couple of comments in smattering Italian, but they spoke too fast for Quinn to understand them. The assistant flicked through the pages of his notebook and leaned forward to say something in a low voice to the older inspector while Felisa Vercelli gave Quinn a slightly concerned look. 

	“Do not worry,” she whispered and took his hand under the table and squeezed. “I will help you.”

	Quinn was too tired to protest, and he merely nodded in reply.

	“Are you aware that it is a crime to give false details to the police in Italy?” the police inspector said while Felisa Vercelli continued to translate.

	“The law is the same in England,” Quinn replied.

	“Could you explain to us why your description of the art thief is so very different from how the guardsmen described him?” the inspector said and fixed his eyes on Quinn. “You see, according to the two guards, the burglar was above average height, rather slender, and probably between twenty and thirty years old?”

	“I do not know,” Quinn mumbled before he added quickly, “Clearly they must be mistaken… But I do not believe they really got a proper look of the thief, now did they?”

	The police inspector refused to comment on his remark, but his mouth turned into a thin line when he listened to Felisa Vercelli’s rapid translation.  

	“In fact,” the inspector continued, “your very detailed description does not match any known criminal, and so far no one has recognised your description.”

	“That is… indeed, very peculiar,” Quinn agreed vaguely. 

	“Giving untruthful testimony and disrupting police work through falsehood is a serious crime, Signor Quinn Darrell.” The police inspector leaned forward while he let the words sink in.

	Quinn felt his throat go dry and forced himself to keep his voice steady. “I understand, sir,” he said and tried not to squirm under the older policeman’s heavy gaze. “I understand perfectly, sir.”

	Uncomfortable silence filled the room and seemed to stretch out.

	“I am sorry to interrupt you, Police Inspector,” Felisa Vercelli said and suddenly yawned like a drowsy kitten behind her small palm, “but I believe I am too tired to continue for tonight. It is getting rather late…”

	“Of course, Signorina Vercelli,” the inspector said and quickly offered his apologies before he added ominously, “We can continue the questioning tomorrow. Perhaps you will remember things more clearly then, Signor Darrell.”

	The younger assistant closed his notepad with a sharp snap as if to underline the gravity of the situation. He seemed to be the only person in the room who was entirely unaffected by the fact that it was nearly four o’clock in the morning. 

	“Signorina Vercelli, thank you so much for your help with translating tonight,” the inspector said and bowed deeply while Vercelli’s youngest daughter gave him a rather short curtsy in return.

	“I am happy that I could be of assistance to the police. I am afraid Father is a little bit upset over the whole incident,” she said and patted Quinn affectionately on his arm. “And then, of course, Quinn does not speak Italian very well…”

	A little bit upset? Quinn thought and felt his eyebrows rise. That must be the understatement of the year! 

	And indeed, Riccardo Vercelli had raged for over an hour and shouted angrily at everyone except his daughters until he was nearly purple in the face. Quinn could still hear him roar occasionally to one of his unfortunate servants in the other part of the house. It had actually been rather wise of Felisa Vercelli to suggest that they should conduct the interrogation in the servants’ hall. Quinn was quite convinced that he would lose his employment on the spot if Riccardo Vercelli was fully aware that he was the one who had discovered the art thief and failed to catch him. 

	But one problem at a time, Quinn thought as he silently wondered how much of his tale the police had believed.

	“Give your father our regards and tell him to rest assured: We will solve this and find the thief,” the policeman said to Felisa Vercelli warmly. He paused and gave Quinn a cold look before he added, “Or thieves.”

	“Of course,” Felisa Vercelli replied and Quinn was vaguely aware that she had somehow without his notice managed to link arms with him. “We have complete faith in you, Inspector.”

	“We will see ourselves out,” the police inspector said. “And Signor Darrell, you must not leave Venice until this investigation has been completed and the person or persons who are guilty of this crime have been arrested. Is that clear?”

	“Yes, sir,” Quinn mumbled in agreement. 

	The police inspector gave him a final sceptical glance from top to toe, which was so perfectly matched by his younger assistant it was almost a little bit eerie, before they both left the servants’ hall.

	Slowly Quinn realised that he had suddenly been left alone with Vercelli’s youngest daughter. It instantly put him on his guard, and discreetly, he tried to move away from her.

	“You must be very tired, Miss Vercelli,” he said politely. “I am terribly sorry that you had to stay up this late for my sake.”

	“Oh, I do not mind at all,” she said and drew near. “In fact, I am often up late at night.”

	“Ah. I see…” Quinn cleared his throat. “Well, thank you so much for your help, Miss Vercelli.” 

	“It was my pleasure,” she said, and with a small smile she offered him her hand. “And I have told you repeatedly that you may call me Felisa.”

	“Yes, Miss Vercelli,” Quinn mumbled without thinking. 

	He took her hand awkwardly, well aware of his own clumsy hands and bruised knuckles as he quickly pressed his lips quickly against her soft skin.

	“Oh, you are so polite and shy,” she said with a delighted laugh before she added in a low, sultry voice, “Tell me the truth, Quinn: Are all Englishmen shy? Or are they just very good at pretending?” 

	“Pretending?” Quinn repeated and hastily adjusted his glasses. “I do not know what you are talking about, but I should go. Goodnight, Miss Vercelli!”

	He bowed politely and headed towards the door, but she cleverly sidestepped him so that she blocked his way. 

	“I believe you owe me a favour now, Quinn,” she said in a low voice, her dark eyes sparkling mischievously. Before he could stop her, she stood up on tiptoe and placed her small hand on his neck and kissed him tenderly on his cheek. “Do not forget that…”

	Quinn had absolutely no idea how to reply; however, without straining his imagination he could very well visualise the perfect disaster if Riccardo Vercelli–or any other person, for that matter!–walked in on them at that moment.

	“I-I-I am not entirely sure that I understand what you mean,” Quinn mumbled and tried to disentangle himself.

	“Oh, I think you do…” she whispered and arched an eyebrow at him meaningly.

	Speechless and at a complete loss for words, Quinn bowed quickly before he fled the servants’ hall, followed by her soft laughter. 

	However, neither Quinn nor Vercelli’s youngest daughter noticed the black-clad man who was watching them with a frown, hidden behind the marble pillar on a narrow ledge outside the window. In fact, Quinn was so preoccupied with his own thoughts that he never realised that he was being followed at all when he finally left Vercelli’s palace. 

	Having escaped from Felisa Vercelli, Quinn walked past the newly stationed guardsmen, who had just started their shift, before he crossed the Piazza San Marco. The large square was deserted with the exception of a flock of sleepy pigeons, who cooed nervously as he came closer, but were too drowsy to take flight. It was still a couple of hours to dawn; however, even the most dedicated carnival participant had finally tumbled into bed. Only a thin layer of fog and his own troubled thoughts kept Quinn company as he crossed the last arched bridge and continued down the narrow streets to where he lived.

	It has been a long, strange night, Quinn thought when he finally turned the key in the door and stepped over the threshold to his rented apartment. A very strange night, indeed.

	The apartment was small and somewhat shabby, but it was all that Quinn could afford and it was better than simply renting a single room in a shared house. It consisted of a small sitting room, an unpractical kitchen, and an attic bedroom. There was an outhouse at the back of the house, but at least the house had running water, something which Quinn was incredibly thankful for as he lit the fire in the kitchen stove and poured water into a battered tin kettle. After a couple of minutes, he had brewed himself a hot cup of nice Ceylon black tea, which he had bought from a tea shop in Covent Garden before he left London.

	Feeling beyond exhausted, he climbed the narrow spiral staircase to the bedchamber. The slanted ceiling in the attic was so low that it forced him to stoop slightly. The room was furnished with a narrow bed with a wrought-iron frame, a sturdy oak chest, a rather unstable washing stand, and a built-in wardrobe at the far end of the rectangular room. 

	Quinn lit the drip candle and placed it in the brass candle holder next to his bed before he slowly walked across the room, past the only small rounded attic window, while he ducked under the low wooden beams in the ceiling. He bit his lower lip and paused briefly before he opened the wooden doors to the wardrobe with slightly trembling hands.

	Perhaps I have gone mad? Quinn speculated vaguely as his eyes fell on the innocent-looking rugged backpack with the rolled-up canvases that stood next to a chequered porcelain mask on the bottom shelf of the wardrobe. He sank down on the narrow bed. Mad as a hatter…

	After the unexpected stolen kiss, Quinn was pushed ruthlessly into the murky water of the Canal Grande by the dishonourable art thief. The cold water made him exhale with shock, and once he reached the surface again, gasping for air, Quinn noticed that the black-clad man was still standing on the bridge, looking down at him with an annoyingly smug smile. However, before either of them had time to say anything, several gunshots were fired unexpectedly. The loud shots echoed over the still water. It was Vercelli’s guardsmen that finally had caught up with them again. 

	However, by the time Quinn had managed to swim to the edge of the bridge and drag himself up from the canal, the thief was already long gone followed by Vercelli’s guards.

	Quinn had been angry, confused, and–not to mention!–soaking wet. The chilly night air did nothing to warm or comfort him. He had taken off his torn linen shirt and tried to wring out as much water as possible from its fabric before he was forced to put it on again. His teeth chattered uncontrollably and he crossed his arms tightly to preserve some body warmth. Feeling both cold and miserable, he had gone back to collect his waistcoat and glasses that he had left on the balustrade on the bridge. 

	And that was when he discovered the backpack with the stolen paintings that the thief had been forced to leave behind in his rush.

	For the life of him, Quinn could never explain why he did not bring the backpack and the paintings directly to Vercelli’s palace or to the police. In addition, he had absolutely not the faintest idea why he had lied to the police inspector, nor could he give any rational reason to why he had provided the police with a false description of the art thief. It was so utterly against his normally honest and careful behaviour, Quinn was quite astonished with himself.

	I really must be mad, he concluded and ran his fingers through his tousled ash-blond hair. 

	After all, it seemed like the only logical explanation. Quinn gently let his fingertips brush against the edge of the rolled canvases. The paintings would most certainly need quite a lot of restoration work after being carelessly manhandled by the thoughtless thief. 

	But at least the paintings did not end up in the canal, thank God! Quinn rose from the bed and slowly closed the doors to the wardrobe before he walked over to the rickety washing stand. He poured water into the washing bowl and cupped his hands before he dipped his face into the water.

	Tomorrow I will tell the police and Signor Riccardo Vercelli the truth and explain all of my actions, he decided. It was, after all, the right thing to do. Perhaps I could claim that I hit my head? 

	After rinsing himself off, he unbuttoned his waistcoat and took it off. Quinn frowned at the sight of his formerly white shirt with a flat collar, which was torn and bloodstained. He only owned two good shirts, which now seemed to be down to one, and he could not afford to buy a new one until he received his next payment. With a sigh, he took off the shirt and tried to scrub it as clean as possible, but it was hopeless. Even if he would be able to remove the stubborn bloodstain, the shirt was clearly far beyond mending.

	Damnation. Quinn gave up and instead brought his attention to himself. 

	Using his shaving mirror, he carefully dabbed the tender area around his nose and cleaned away the last speckles of dried blood. Although he had managed to partly block the thief’s unexpected and vicious elbow attack, it had still been a good hit, and in combination with getting slammed into the stone bridge, he looked pretty knocked around. Quinn frowned as he inspected the growing large purple bruise, which covered his right temple, his eye, and the better part of his high, sharp cheekbone.

	Great. I look like I have been in a tavern brawl, Quinn thought sarcastically as he examined the rest of his bare upper body in the shaving mirror. With narrowed eyes, Quinn sent a dark thought to the deceitful art thief. He would be sore and feel this for days to come.

	A sudden screeching sound interrupted him. Quinn turned around and in surprise he dropped the shaving mirror, but he barely registered that it fell to the floor and shattered instantly into thousands of pieces. 

	He did not believe his eyes: In front of him stood the black-clad thief. However, before Quinn had time to react, the other man closed the short distance between them and placed a firm hand over his mouth. 

	“Do not say a word,” the art thief whispered close to his ear in broken English.

	 

	*

	 




~ Chapter Seven ~
 

	“Be silent,” Emilio whispered softly. 

	Unscrupulously, he pressed his advantage, and since he still had the element of surprise on his side, he swiftly locked both of the stunned man’s arms behind his back. The younger man made an angry, muffled protesting growl at the back of his throat and struggled wildly to get free, but Emilio only tightened his grip and pushed the younger man rather harshly up against the doors to the wardrobe. 

	“You have been followed by the police,” Emilio said in a low voice. “They are watching you…”

	Emilio was suddenly aware of how close they stood and the fact that the young Englishman was only partly dressed. His pale skin was surprisingly warm to the touch and not cold as marble, as Emilio had imagined. He was so close that Emilio could not fail to noticed that the younger man’s breath was a little bit uneven and how small droplets of water fell down from his ash-blond hair and landed on his naked, rather muscular shoulders and slowly trickled down his bare chest. 

	It was enough to spark a row of nefarious, sinful thoughts. Several immoral and lust-filled fantasies instantly lined up and crossed Emilio’s mind with the speed of lightning. A wave of desire washed over him and he felt himself stir.

	To make things worse, the other man’s unsuccessful struggling to get free was strangely titillating and exciting for some unknown reason that Emilio could not entirely explain, but nonetheless affected him strongly. Emilio felt the other man’s muscles strain as he tried to get free, and it occurred to Emilio that unless he released the Englishman, he would soon notice Emilio’s growing desire for him and his immoral intentions.

	This can only lead to a perfect disaster, Emilio concluded correctly and tried to abolish the wicked thoughts from his mind, but with little effect. His immoral thoughts were not easy to abandon, especially since he stood so close to a tantalising struggling and only half-dressed young man, who was so gorgeous he could tempt even an angel to break the first of the seven sins.

	“Promise me,” Emilio leaned closer and forced himself to keep his voice steady and in control, “that you will not shout if I remove my hands and let you go?” 

	The young man stopped struggling. He narrowed his eyes angrily, but after a while he simply nodded in compliance. With a small pang of sinful regret, Emilio reluctantly let go of the him.

	“What do you want?” the Englishman asked and immediately backed away from him. “And why are you here?”

	“Lower your voice!” Emilio hushed in irritation and placed his index finger in front of his own lips. “I followed you from Vercelli’s palace, but so did a tall, lanky police officer. He is standing down the street, watching your apartment. Clearly the inspector does not entirely trust you, Quinn.”

	Emilio nodded towards the rounded attic window, which stood a little ajar and through which he had just entered during an unobserved moment.

	“I do not understand why the police would place me under suspicion…” Quinn mumbled. He looked down and seemed to take a sudden extreme interest in studying his bruised knuckles. “I have done nothing.”

	Emilio felt a twinge of uncharacteristic guilty conscience when he noticed the other man’s injuries and the colourful bruise that was forming around the right side of his face. The young Englishman looked tired, with dark circles under his eyes. 

	I cannot afford to be sentimental, Emilio thought and pressed his thin lips together. Silently he reminded himself that his own ribs and shoulder ached pretty badly and that he was probably covered in bruises too as a memento of the Englishman’s viciously quick jabs. He tried to dismiss any sympathy towards the younger man. It is all his fault and I need to get those paintings back! 

	“Well, who knows? Perhaps they think that you had something to do with the art theft tonight?” Emilio suggested innocently and arched an eyebrow.

	“I did not have anything to do with that!”

	“Do you know where the paintings are?” Emilio asked, straight to the point.

	“No!” he said, but far too quickly. “Of course not!”

	Emilio smiled faintly. While the Englishman undoubtedly was a good boxer, he was absolute rubbish at lying. 

	It is rather adorable, actually, Emilio concluded. It was like watching a puppy trying to do too complicated tricks and constantly falling over.

	“Liar,” Emilio whispered softly and took another step closer before he continued, “I went back to the bridge after I managed to get rid of the guards, and my backpack with the paintings was nowhere to be found. How do you explain that, hm?”

	And indeed, after he had managed to escape Vercelli’s guardsmen and left them swearing loudly to each other far behind once again, Emilio had returned to the Ponte di Rialto bridge with the vain hope that he would find the stolen paintings. However, as he had feared and expected, his backpack with the rolled-up paintings was gone, and so was the Englishman.

	“It is very strange,” the younger man mumbled unconvincingly.

	“Yes, it is, is it not?” Emilio paused. “So I went back to Vercelli’s palace. I heard the interrogation between you and the police–you were lying through your teeth the entire evening.” 

	When Emilio had returned to Vercelli’s palace, he had found that Riccardo Vercelli had tripled the number of guards; however, after surveying the building carefully, he had climbed down a rope to the window by the servants’ hall. Hiding behind a marble pillar outside the window, he had eavesdropped on the better part of the conversation between the Englishman and the police, hoping for clues regarding the whereabouts of the stolen paintings. He had also later seen Vercelli’s daughter kiss Quinn affectionately, which had filled Emilio with a sharp sensation of sudden, unexpected jealousy, which he instantly had dismissed as perfectly ridiculous.

	I am not jealous! Emilio thought with a scowl at the unpleasant memory. For the love of God, I only met him a couple of hours earlier!

	“I do not know anything about the stolen paintings,” Quinn said and interrupted Emilio’s silent musings.

	He was moving away from Emilio discreetly when he accidently bumped into the rickety washing stand next to the wrought-iron narrow bed. In the last second Emilio darted forward and managed to save the porcelain pitcher and caught it just as it was about to hit the floor. 

	“Have you not broken enough of your few meagre possessions for one night?” Emilio hissed. “Besides, I told you we have to be quiet! We do not want to draw the attention of the police officer down the street.”

	Quinn gave him a mixed look and scoffed loudly.

	“We?” he said and snatched the pitcher rather abruptly from Emilio’s hands before he replaced it on the washing stand. “I should alert the police right now and let them know that the thief that they are searching for all over is actually here!”

	“You will not do that,” Emilio said. 

	“Oh, really?” the Englishman sneered.

	“No, you will not,” Emilio replied calmly, “because I think that the paintings are here. Am I right?”

	“Certainly not!”

	“Then by all means,” Emilio said in a low voice, “call down the street and get the attention of the police officer. I will not run, but only tell them the truth.”

	“What do you mean?” The young man eyed him suspiciously, sensing a trap.

	“I shall stay here,” Emilio replied. “And then, once the police have arrived, I will tell them everything I know, including that the stolen paintings are here, hidden somewhere in the apartment by my companion in crime.”

	“But… I am not your companion in crime,” Quinn spluttered before realisation dawned upon him. He gasped. “That–that is blackmail!” 

	“I know.” Emilio smiled. 

	“You stole those paintings and they most likely got damaged in the process. I am not giving them back!”

	“Oh yes, you are,” Emilio said threateningly. 

	“I shall not!” Quinn crossed his arms over his bare chest and raised his chin high. 

	He is absolutely irresistible when he is angry, Emilio thought and smiled faintly as he took a step closer, invading the other man’s private space on purpose. The younger man’s gaze flickered nervously; however, he refused to back away. His eyes were full of torn emotions that were impossible to read.

	Lust or anger? Emilio wondered silently. It was hard to tell. Perhaps a little bit of both? 

	Emilio hid a small smirk. After all, the Englishman had not been entirely unwilling or resisted him when he had kissed him on the bridge earlier. 

	You should never mix business with pleasure, Emilio reminded himself vaguely before he carelessly abandoned his own words of wisdom. Damn the consequences, I want him to be mine.

	“And what exactly are you planning to do,” Emilio whispered with a crooked smile and leaned closer, “to try to stop me?”
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~ Chapter Eight ~
 

	“Wha–” Quinn began to say; however, his protests died when the thief placed a hand behind Quinn’s neck and drew him near before he pressed his soft lips against Quinn’s.

	For a short moment Quinn was too surprised to react; however, then confusion and his growing excitement were swiftly replaced with hot, white anger. 

	“What in the devil’s name are you doing?” he hissed. “How dare you assume that… How dare you?”

	“Do not deny–” the thief began to say with a small smile.

	However, before he could finish his sentence, Quinn grabbed his black shirt with both hands and shook him hard.

	“How could you even…” Quinn said, nearly choking on his own words, “assume that I…”

	His grip was so strong that some of the joints in his knuckles made small, complaining noises; however, suddenly and without any warning, his anger abandoned him and instead turned into a burning, nameless need that Quinn had never experienced before in his entire life.

	Before he had time to regain his senses, uncontrollable desire seemed to rule him utterly, and mindlessly he pulled the other man close and kissed him hard. 

	It was not an elegant or carefully light kiss, but a kiss filled with pure desperation and supressed longing. The art thief returned his kiss and opened his mouth to meet Quinn’s hungry and curious tongue. Quinn gasped in both surprise and pleasure when their tongues met for the first time in a full kiss. Willingly he let the thief embrace him and kiss him deeper, tasting him and exploring him fully while Quinn groaned softly with excitement and in encouragement at the back of his throat.

	Slightly out of breath, Quinn broke their long kiss, and his eyes met Emilio’s chocolate-brown eyes, which gleamed in the dark, laced with promises of forbidden pleasure and sinful temptation.

	I should not… Quinn thought vaguely; however, he had already passed the point of no return. 

	It was impossible to hide or deny his excitement any longer. His normal rational thinking and reasoning were gone, replaced by untamed lust and raw, basic instinct. All Quinn wanted was to tear off the art thief’s black clothes and feel his naked body against his own. A strong wave of surging craving washed over Quinn, and he reacted without thinking as he forcefully, and without second thoughts, pushed the thief backwards towards the wrought-iron bed. 

	They fell down on the narrow bed together in a topsy-turvy mess, kissing passionately and tearing at each other’s clothes. Quinn burrowed both of his hands in the other man’s shoulder-length, raven-black hair and kissed him again deeply. His eagerness made Emilio laugh softly and he began to lightly stroke him teasingly, letting his fingertips brush against his hardness. Quinn inhaled sharply in response and pressed himself closer to him as he felt himself grow harder.

	“Yes,” Quinn mumbled, and a small growl escaped his lips as the thief skilfully undid his trousers and pulled them off together with his undergarments before he swiftly undressed himself.

	In the flickering candlelight the other naked man looked like a beautiful bronze sculpture created by an unknown but extremely gifted Renaissance master that would have made even Michelangelo green with envy. 

	His dark skin was a warm, rich nutmeg brown that stood in stark contrast to Quinn’s own pale English hue. The art thief was slender and had an athletic-looking body that seemed well suited for climbing and tightrope walking. In addition, Quinn could not help but notice he had been more than generously equipped. His discreet observations instantly drove Quinn’s burning desire to a new level and he pulled him closer. Quinn kissed him hungrily and let his hands wander all over his naked copper-hued body. 

	Quinn nearly came instantly as the other man’s fingers surrounded him and began to stroke him firmly up and down. He shuddered and gasped loudly before he moved his hips eagerly forward rhythmically.

	“Harder,” Quinn mumbled, almost there. “Please…”

	“So young and eager,” the art thief whispered back and tsked. “Patience, we have the rest of the night together. Turn around.”

	Quinn furrowed his brow; however, his confusion made the art thief smile with amusement.

	“Trust me,” he whispered close to Quinn’s ear while he squeezed him a little bit tighter, which made Quinn grow even harder, and he moaned softly. 

	Obediently, Quinn rolled over to his side on the narrow bed. As long as the thief continued to touch him, Quinn knew that he would helplessly do whatever he wanted. The new position had its advantages and did allow Quinn to feel his full hardness pressing firmly against his naked buttocks, a sensation which was both exciting and thrilling in a new way.

	Realisation dawned slowly through Quinn’s hazed and pleasure-filled thoughts, and suddenly it occurred to him what the art thief might have in mind. 

	Quinn had done his fair study of ancient Greek pottery and French eighteenth-century art, and therefore he could guess Emilio’s intentions. Suggestively he arched his back slightly and was rewarded by a soft gasp of pleasure from the other man, whom involuntarily increased his grip around Quinn’s full erection. The art thief said something in Italian, which Quinn did not understand, but which he found strangely provocative and highly arousing nonetheless.

	Eagerly Quinn bent his back further, and this time there was no doubt regarding the art thief’s immoral intentions as he began to touch him lightly in an entirely new and unfamiliar way. Quinn groaned softly in response and pressed himself closer eagerly as tender fingers slowly explored Quinn more and more intimately. 

	“We really should wait if this is your first time. There are so many things we could do instead,” the art thief said huskily, but his sinful actions did not match his comment, and to Quinn’s relief, he did not stop. “Are you sure you want to continue?”

	Quinn rubbed himself unabashedly against him, almost delirious with pleasure and lust as he felt the other man’s hard erection pressed against him. 

	“Please, do not stop,” Quinn whispered breathlessly. 

	“I think we should perhaps wait…” he replied mischievously, but in a slightly uneven voice. His Italian accent was more pronounced than before. Quinn gasped involuntarily and began to tremble slightly with anticipation as he felt the other man teasingly press the moist tip of his erection against Quinn’s most sensitive and intimate area. “Do you want to wait?”

	“Continue,” Quinn begged. Eagerly and almost a little desperate, he willingly arched his back further while he experimentally turned his pelvis slightly. “Please… I want to know what it feels like…”

	Emilio inhaled sharply, and unable to stop himself, he pressed himself closer against Quinn. 

	“If you do that again,” he warned hoarsely, “I shall not be responsible for my actions.” 

	“Good…” Quinn mumbled and instantly repeated his provocative movement as a deliberate challenge.

	The art thief gasped and mumbled something in Italian before he slowly but determinedly pushed himself against Quinn and began to make his way. Quinn shuddered involuntarily as a new type of intense and wonderful pleasure began to take hold of him as the other man claimed him. Instinctively Quinn tried to match his rhythmical movements, which were careful at first to take the edge off any discomfort, but soon began to become more and more demanding, to Quinn’s approval, because secretly he wanted nothing else than to be forced to yield.

	Unable to resist any more and desperately craving his own release, Quinn reached down and began to please himself. At the same time, Emilio grabbed hold of his hips and started to thrust against him in earnest, which made Quinn utter a half-strangled shout of unexpected pleasure.

	“You have to try to be quiet,” the art thief said in a voice heavy with raw lust. It was clear that his willpower and self-control hung only by a thin thread, Quinn realised dimly.

	“Please,” Quinn groaned, and not especially quietly, while he eagerly bent his back shamelessly, exposing himself fully. “I want you so badly… Take me…”

	His sinful actions made Emilio finally lose his control completely. With a low growl he pushed Quinn down before he almost roughly spread his legs further apart. Quinn tried to stop himself from crying out again as he felt himself being completely penetrated, but the thief simply and effectively clasped his hand over Quinn’s mouth to prevent him from making any other sounds.

	“You can scream as much as you like,” the other man said hoarsely before he began to thrust hard against him, reaching deeper inside than before. “No one will hear you.”

	It was the last shove that Quinn needed. His wild shouts of intense pleasure were efficiently muffled through the thief’s firm hand that covered his mouth, and as he came, Quinn felt his own release leave him forcefully and spill down over the bed and between his fingers. The other man thrusted ruthlessly and hard against him a couple of more times before he followed him. 

	All his muscles seemed to relax and all his worries left him as Quinn rolled over to his back on the narrow bed. His body ached vaguely, but he was too deeply satisfied to care. He lay there, sweaty and spent, while the art thief mumbled something next to his ear in Italian before he kissed Quinn lazily and rested his head against his shoulder. Slowly Quinn’s heartbeat began to return to its normal rate while he stared out through the slightly open round attic window and gazed out over the rooftops of Venice, but seeing nothing at all.

	I wish this night would never end, Quinn thought.

	 

	*

	 




~ Chapter Nine ~
 

	Epilogue

	 

	When the Venetian police bashed in the worn door to Quinn’s shabby apartment at the crack of dawn, both the art thief and the stolen paintings were long gone. 

	Quinn barely had time to quickly throw on a pair of trousers before the policemen climbed the stairs to the attic room and thoroughly searched his house, turning everything upside down. They found nothing, of course, except a painted porcelain mask at the bottom of the wardrobe in the attic. Despite his protests, they dragged Quinn with them to the police station, and it was not until much later during the afternoon when a highly irritated and clearly suspicious police inspector had to release Quinn from his temporary prison cell due to lack of evidence.

	Signor Riccardo Vercelli was absolutely furious for several days afterwards. He shouted at everyone and even broke one of the chairs in his private library, after he threw it at one of his hired men. Unfortunately, his temper did not improve the least when an anonymous letter reached him a week later and secretly informed him that the art theft had been commissioned by the elderly Viscount Corenzio, who lived down in Naples and instantly became Vercelli’s number one arch-enemy.

	Felisa Vercelli, however, was less troubled by the whole event. She continued to carelessly tease and shamelessly flirt with Quinn during his stay in Venice until she–to Quinn’s personal and huge relief–fell hopelessly in love with a very flamboyant young Italian man named Antonio, who also happened to be none other than the Viscount Corenzio’s only godson. One dark night they stealthily eloped together to Florence, and before anyone could prevent it, they got secretly married in a small Catholic church on the outskirts of town. Riccardo Vercelli and the viscount therefore became practically family through marriage, and although they never spoke more than a couple of jaw-clenched words together, they were effectively forced to make peace, and with time they became one of the most powerful and feared Italian families.

	When summer arrived to Venice, Quinn had finished the last of his restoration work at Vercelli’s palace, and he spent the rest of the long summer travelling through Italy, marvelling at his favourite sculptures and painters, from Michelangelo and Cellini to Leonardo da Vinci. Finally, he had to return to England, and he arrived back at a cold and gloomy London during the beginning of autumn, where he was lucky enough to become the first assistant to his previous mentor, Dr Byrne, at the Greece and Rome Conservation Department at the British Museum.

	 

	*

	 

	It was late October when Quinn arrived to his small bachelor flat in western Camden in the late evening. A drizzling rain had turned into a downpour on his way from the British Museum, and the rain had mercilessly soaked through his coat jacket. He shook the jacket and tried to get rid of as much water as possible in the hallway before he hung it on a coat stand next to the ivy-green painted staircase. Absentmindedly Quinn dried his glasses with a pocket handkerchief before he climbed the narrow staircase to the upstairs apartment. 

	It had been a long day at the museum; he was tired and longed for a hot, strong cup of Ceylon tea to revive him. A large shipment from Egypt had arrived to the museum the previous day, and everyone from all departments had been involved in sorting and labelling the exotic items, from cat mummies to stone sarcophaguses.

	At the top of the staircase Quinn suddenly hesitated. 

	That is odd. He frowned when he saw the warm light through the crack under the closed door to his small sitting room. Why has Mrs Romanski lit a fire for me? She has never done that before.

	Mrs Romanski was his landlady, a rather deaf old lady who lived together with several cats in the ground-floor apartment.

	Quinn shrugged. Although it would be nice to arrive to a warm and snug apartment at the end of a long day–especially at this time of year!–he could not afford to pay extra for the luxury. 

	It is kind of Mrs Romanski to leave a fire burning for me, but coal and firewood are not cheap, Quinn concluded with a small sigh and entered his rooms.

	He stopped dead in his tracks, wondering if his eyes were betraying him. 

	Impossible! Quinn thought and his heart skipped several beats.

	“How–” He said the first words that came to his stunned mind. “How on Earth did you get in?”

	“Oh, I broke in, of course,” Emilio replied calmly and gestured vaguely towards the sash window, like it was the most natural thing in the world. He was sitting comfortably leaned back in Quinn’s brown leather wing armchair next to the fireplace, where a burning and crackling fire had been lit, which spread a warm glow in the room. “The lock on your front door is probably remarkably easy to pick, but I did not want to meet your landlady or any of the other lodgers. So I simply climbed down from the roof and entered through your sitting room window.”

	Quinn stared, unable to tear his eyes from the man in front of him while he vaguely wondered if he was dreaming or not. It had been a long day at the museum, after all. Perhaps he had fallen asleep while arranging and labelling the Egyptian amulets that Dr Byrne had ordered him to sort through before he left? 

	But no, Quinn concluded, he is real.

	The thief was dressed like a perfect Italian gentleman in a burgundy long-tailed frock jacket over a dove grey waistcoat, a perfectly starched shirt and matching cravat, in combination with dark, slim tailored trousers. A black top hat rested on the dented rectangular side table next to him, keeping an elegant silver-studded cane company.

	“What are you doing here?” Quinn said and closed his mouth when he noticed the other man’s amused grin. His mind was reeling, and he desperately tried to regain his self-control. 

	“I happened to be in the area,” Emilio replied casually. “I had some unfinished business to attend to, among other things.”

	He is probably here to steal priceless art or possibly rob the Bank of England! Quinn thought and narrowed his eyes.

	“I see…” Quinn said neutrally and cleared his throat while he tried to sternly remind himself of how much trouble the dangerously attractive Italian had caused him the last time they met. 

	He is a thief and a scoundrel, remember? Quinn told himself, although his mind had already moved on to visit significantly immoral but highly satisfying pleasant memories against his will. He broke my heart and he left me in the middle of the night!

	“Do you like your new painting, by the way?” Emilio said and interrupted his thoughts. He nodded towards the oil painting that hung above the fireplace.

	“Which pai–” Quinn said, because he did not own any private art objects except for a small oil canvas of the Ponte di Rialto bridge, which he had bought from an unusually talented street artist before he left Venice. 

	Quinn had only had eyes for the man in front of him, who seemed to have stepped directly out of one of Quinn’s hopeless dreams, and therefore he had managed to fail to notice the painting above the mantelpiece until now. For the second time that evening, Quinn’s mouth fell open. Because above the fireplace hung one of the world’s most famous and priceless renaissance paintings, The Feast of Bacchus painted by Sandro Botticelli.

	“I do not believe it,” Quinn mumbled breathlessly, completely taken aback.

	A small set of goose bumps formed along Quinn’s shoulders and down his upper arms. He shivered. Distracted, Quinn was only vaguely aware that the other man rose from the leather armchair and drew closer. 

	“I have searched half of Italy for you, Quinn,” the art thief said softly with an Italian accent that was a little bit more pronounced than before, “but I was always one step behind you.”

	“You have?”

	“Of course. Oh, and I left a couple of other paintings in your bedchamber,” he whispered and placed a series of light kisses along Quinn’s neck, where a couple of stray raindrops had fell from his ash-blond hair. “Would you like to see them?”

	“Yes,” Quinn replied with a rapidly beating heart and turned to kiss him. “Yes, I do…”

	Because it was, of course, impossible to deny him.

	“Follow me, tesoro mio,” Emilio whispered and led him towards the bedchamber…

	 

	***

	
~ THE END ~



	

Would you like to receive the next story by Lady T. L. Jennings for free?

	
[image: join-the-email-list.png]

	
Join Lady T. L. Jennings’ Mailing List and receive her next story for free. You will also receive notifications regarding new title releases and the exclusive opportunity to get review copies of Lady T. L. Jennings’ novels before they are published anywhere else!

	



	


Did you enjoy this story and would like to read more?

Victorian Romance and Erotica 
by Lady T. L. Jennings
 

	[image: Image]

	



	

Victorian Romance and Erotica short story collections

	 

	~ Lust and Lace ~
 a Victorian Romance and Erotic short story collection. Vol. I.
 

	~ Corsets and Cravings ~
 a Victorian Romance and Erotic short story collection. Vol. II.

	 

	~ Secrets and Seduction ~

	a Victorian Romance and Erotic short story collection. Vol. III.

	
 

	Gay Victorian Romance and Erotica
 

	~ Different Desire ~ 
a Gay Victorian Romance and Erotic Novelette Collection. Vol. I.

	 

	~ Forbidden Feelings ~ 
a Gay Victorian Romance and Erotic Novelette Collection. Vol. II.

~ The Mystery of the Black Widow ~ 
a Gay Victorian Romance and Erotic Novella

	
~ Blackmail ~ 
a Gay Victorian Romance and Erotic Novella

~ Complicated Affairs ~ 
a Gay Victorian Romance and Erotic Novella

	



	

~ About the author ~

[image: Bath-1.jpg]
Lady T. L. Jennings writes all her stories by hand into classic journals. (The picture was taken in Bath, where Jane Austen lived between 1801-1806.)

	 

	Lady T. L. Jennings is a shy writer who loves the Victorian era and afternoon tea. She lives on the outskirts of Oxford in England, and writes Victorian erotica and romance with a dash of gothic mystique in longhand with a fountain pen. 

	She collects books, corsets, and lovers (all with varying levels of success).

	Visit her website: www.mysecretquill.com or follow her on Facebook or Twitter for the latest news regarding her writing. Join the Mailing List and receive Lady T. L. Jennings next story for FREE and notifications regarding new title releases.

	



	

~ About this story ~
 

	I had the wonderful opportunity to visit Venice last November. The first evening I wandered along the canals and followed the narrow streets and winding alleys (while getting hopelessly lost several times), and I knew instantly that I wanted to write a Victorian story set in Venice. 

	Emilio De Luca presented himself almost immediately and after a while, Quinn politely introduced himself too (he is a little bit reserved, after all).

	I did quite a lot of research behind this story. I used Google Earth to figure out where the characters were going as they chased each other through Venice. I also researched classic art and art restoration. I’ll forever be in debt to “The Process of Art Restoration” by Full Circle Studios, which taught me a lot about the passion and dedicated work of art restoration. Several of the paintings in this story exist in real life, although I took the liberty to invent The Feast of Bacchus by Sandro Botticelli. 

	Finally, any Italian spelling mistakes are mine and mine alone (and should–of course!–not be blamed on the Vercelli’s guards, Emilio or Quinn)…

	 

	



	

…Did you like this story?
 

	[image: Image]

	
If you liked this story, please support the author and leave a review on Amazon or Goodreads. I would really appreciate it! 
 

	I hope you enjoyed reading this story as much as I liked writing it!

	[image: autograph.jpg]

	***

	 


cover.jpeg
~VICTORIAN ROMANCE & EROTICA~
My Secret Quill





images/image-1.png





images/image-1.jpeg





images/image-2.png
1f you liked this story...

[ PLEASE LEAVE A REVIEW ]

yppert the-Hthor!






images/image-2.jpeg





images/image.png
o

‘THE E-MAIL LIST|

- and receive a FREE story!






images/image.jpeg





