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      I goofed up this time. This was a major screw-up, not a minor one. You judge.

      If you’ve been following me for a while, you know I don’t fall in love. It’s not that I’m heartless, but the people I develop feelings for usually end up dead or in some serious trouble that keeps them away from me. So, I decided long ago that I wouldn’t allow myself to get too attached to anyone. It’s not worth the heartache. Besides, in my line of work, feelings are distracting, and when you let yourself get distracted, that’s when you get killed. So, as the coolheaded operative I am, I realize that matters of the heart must wait until some future time when I retire and can make space for them. For now, I keep them separate from my job. At least, that’s what I’ve tried to do so far, admittedly not with great success...

      I just reread these lines and realized I’m not making sense—that’s pretty much how most things feel to me these days. I’ll need to give you a quick recap so you can keep up.

      As I’m sure you remember, I had to flee the island that had been my home for some time, escaping an attack by an internationally funded murder squad that raided MARK—which stands for Mission Ark, an organization dedicated to saving as many telepaths as possible from those who sought to exterminate them. As it turned out, the bad guys won that hand, and MARK’s organization was destroyed. I don’t know how many telepaths were killed during the attack coordinated on various MARK locations, but since it had been obliterated and I could no longer rely on it, I had to find a new home elsewhere.

      In short, I am now a full-time operative at a small yet high-quality commercial agency led by a genius named Chat (pronounced “Sha,” though that’s not his real name). He is a talented physicist who has recruited a select group of agents to provide a highly profitable service for top-paying clients. The agency accepts any assignment, no matter how dangerous, as long as it pays well. My first job with the agency involved retrieving a chip worth millions, and the bonus I received kept me smiling for days.

      It was Chat’s idea to send me to Venice, Italy, on an errand far beneath my abilities, so it’s no surprise that I bitched about it. But let me give you all the details.

      I had just returned from a week-long ski trip. It was my first time skiing, and Dee said I was a natural. I enjoyed skiing, but that didn’t mean my body wasn’t hurting everywhere, including places I thought had no muscles I needed to use on the slopes. If you’ve forgotten, Dee is my bestie in more ways than one (pardon my smile—I can’t help but smile when I talk about her, especially after that week). While at the posh resort where she took me, she worked on my aching limbs (and wherever else I wasn’t sore) and kept me warm at night.

      I had returned in good spirits and, little knowing how annoyed I would be in a minute, I gave Chat a broad smile. He was waiting for me in the castle’s living room (you know which castle, the one he had turned into his base of operations). A woman I didn’t recognize was at his side. She was fiftyish and elegantly dressed. She had a knack I had only seen once before: she could smile without appearing smiling.

      “Great to have you back, Tessa. I see you got a tan,” Chat welcomed me.

      “It’s just my face. The reflection off the snow, you know. The rest of me is sickly white.” I was joking, of course. My skin complexion is golden honey, and I never look pale.

      “Good, good. This is Valeria Veroncini, an old and dear friend.”

      “Hello, Valeria,” I smiled welcomingly.

      “Valeria needs our help... your help, actually. How good are you at faking a British accent?”

      “Why? I’m not sure I could fool a proper Brit, but I could probably pass for one with most other people. After all, I spent time with Chloe, my onetime British girlfriend, and that accent sticks.”

      “Good. You have one week to sharpen it and memorize a few facts about the British monarchy.”

      “And that is because...”

      “I’ll let Valeria explain, but let’s sit down first.”

      Chat and Valeria sat on an eighteenth-century sofa, and I took an armchair facing them. It was probably a plebeian twentieth-century armchair, but I’m not choosy.

      “I really appreciate your help, Tessa. Chat told me so much about you...” she started, but I stopped her. I hate it when people beat about the bush.

      “No need to thank me. Not yet, at least. Please explain.”

      “This has to do with my sister, Contessa Veroncini.”

      “Wait a minute, isn’t Contessa a nobility title?”

      “Yes. Our is an ancient, noble Italian family. She is my elder sister, so she inherited the title.”

      “I’m confused here. I thought Italy got rid of the monarchy long ago.

      “You are right, and compliments for the history knowledge. The title has no longer any legal meaning, but we are still allowed to use it to keep the family history alive.”

      “What Valeria means,” Chat intervened, “is that her sister is a bloody snob, but she’s too polite to say so.”

      “Yes, I guess you could say she’s a little snobbish, but since her husband passed away, she dedicates most of her time to high society. In that world, titles carry weight.”

      “Too much money and free time, if you ask me,” Chat interjected.

      Valeria smiled shyly and continued. I could tell she was anything but timid, and her ability to seem unlike her true self made her appear dangerous.

      “Anyway, she is giving a reception during the Carnevale di Venezia, which lasts for about two weeks, from late January to early February. During that time, she will entertain several important guests at Villa Veroncini on the Lido di Venezia, an island off the coast of the city of Venezia. My sister has gotten it into her head to put the family jewels on full display during the reception, and once she makes a decision, there’s no chance of talking sense into her.”

      “There has already been an attempt to burglarize the villa where the jewels are kept,” Chat explained, “and Valeria fears that someone with bad intentions may seize the opportunity of the reception to steal the jewels that are worth millions.”

      “Why are you telling me all that?” I asked, already suspecting the answer.

      “We want you to be a guest at the villa, find out who is there to steal the jewels, if anybody, and prevent it,” said Chat.

      “You would be Lady Theresa, the daughter of Edmund Scroft-Scroft, Earl of Ashbough. I have already slipped your name into the potential guest list,” said Valeria.

      “Hmm... do you think your sister will bite and invite me?”

      “Are you kidding?” Chat laughed. “You’re the fifteenth in line for the title. You could end up being the Queen of England. She’ll cling to you like psoriasis.”
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      I grabbed the first opportunity to be alone with Chat.

      “What the hell, Chat? Since when have you started taking on home security jobs? And I don’t recall agreeing to guard some old woman’s jewels,” I exploded.

      Chat looked at me with the expression I had learned to mean, “I’m letting you vent, but don’t push my patience,” and then spoke calmly.

      “Didn’t Smithy explain the importance of making the right friends?”

      The man he called “Smithy” was ESA15, my mentor at the Extra-Sensory Agency where I worked until someone there decided I was an inconvenience and would be more useful dead. He was the one who, in my hour of need, had connected me with Chat when MARK went up in flames, essentially causing my world to crumble. ESA15 had helped me before as well, but that’s another story.

      “He didn’t,” I said, grimacing. “And whenever you mention him, I know you’re about to pull a fast one on me.”

      “Sit down and listen to me,” Chat said, suddenly sounding serious. “You’re young and still have a few facts of life to learn, so listen carefully. Much of what we do in our line of work is on a quid pro quo basis. If you want to find stability and security in life, you need influential people to be your allies and owe you favors. Valeria is one of those influential people you really want as a friend and indebted to you. Don’t let her bland appearance fool you. You don’t need the specifics, but I know her value because she was incredibly helpful to me when I found myself in a tough spot.”

      “So, now she’s come to collect?”

      “That’s not how things are done in our circles. She’s come asking for a favor, but not for free. Still, the agency won’t take a dime from her, but I know she’ll make it worth your while, even though I haven’t discussed it with her. We understand how these things work. The most significant reward for you will be her friendship, and you never know when you might need it.”

      I didn’t believe the story he was telling me. I knew from experience that Chat wouldn’t give me the entire picture about a job right away, but of course, I wouldn’t let him know I wasn’t buying it. That was one of those moments when I was almost tempted to read him and learn what he was hiding from me, but as you know, I have this rule never to read someone on my side without their permission, so I didn’t.

      “I get it,” I said, speaking more softly than ever. I could tell that Chat felt strongly about the subject, so I decided to play the good girl even more. “I don’t care about the money,” I added. “I have enough left from the Cyprus job to keep me set for a long time. She doesn’t have to pay me either.”

      “Hmm, we’ll see about that,” Chat said.

      “So, what’s the next step?”

      “Jada will take you to Paris to buy clothes fit for a British dame.”

      “Awesome!” I cried. Jada had taken me to buy slutty clothes for my previous job, and we had had the time of our life.

      “And she’ll buy some for herself, too. A noblewoman like you doesn’t go as a guest without a proper chaperone. She’s coming with you to Venice.”

      “Whoopee!” I cried. The assignment was looking better now.

      “That’s exactly the kind of thing you must be careful not to say in Venice. Noblewomen are not allowed to express joy other than by an imperceptible head tilt,” he joked.

      “I won’t, don’t worry. I have gone undercover before. But right now, what I have to say is, whoopee!”

      Chat smiled, and I left him to look for Jada.

      You remember Jada, right? She was the one who met me in Paris when I was a fugitive and brought me to the castle. As soon as I got in her car, she made me smell something that instantly knocked me out, which made me mighty mad. But we quickly made up, and now we are great friends.

      I found her sitting outside in the garden, and she jumped up when she saw me.

      “Chat told you...” she said.

      “He did. This is fantastic. We get to be in Venice together. I’ve never been to Venice, and I hear it’s amazing. The job is supposed to be simple, and we will have time to enjoy the place.”

      “I’ve been to Venice before, and yes, it’s amazing. We’re going to have so much fun!” Jada exclaimed.

      Having gotten the preliminary chit-chat behind us, the time had come to find out what Jada knew.

      “Have you met Valeria before?” I asked innocently.

      “Not properly, no, but I’ve seen her before. She has visited here once or twice.”

      “What do you know about the assignment? Let me rephrase that: what do you know about it that I don’t?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. Not much, I guess.”

      “Let me try this again. Can you honestly and truthfully tell me there are no details that haven’t been shared with me?”

      “Well ... I wouldn’t say there are ‘details’ you don’t know ... you understand.”

      “You’d be surprised. I don’t know what game Chat is playing this time, and I assume your lips are sealed, and I won’t insist. But I need to reassure myself that, at a high level, I’m not getting into something I would refuse to do if I knew those non-details.”

      “I can’t comment on the specifics of this assignment, but what I can tell you is that if Chat keeps any details to himself—and I’m not saying he is—that is always and only when he believes that knowing them might complicate the assignment for you.”

      “Hmm... That will be sufficient for now. Let’s go on a shopping spree! I’m ready to buy half of Paris and max out Chat’s credit card.”
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      I had heard a lot about Venice but never expected it to capture my heart like it did. If I ever retire and marry a billionaire, that’s where I want him to buy us a house.

      Venice is like stepping into a living painting! The moment I arrived, my eyes were captured by the shimmering canals reflecting the pastel hues of the buildings. We landed at Venice Marco Polo Airport, where a motorboat took us to the San Marco landing area (everything in Venice is Saint something, and it can be damn confusing at times). From there, as organized over the phone by Jada and Fabio, the villa manager, we were transported by private motorboat to Villa Veroncini on Lido di Venezia island. As expected of Italian transportation, the motorboat was late, but I didn’t mind because it allowed me to take in my surroundings. I knew about gondolas and had seen pictures, but it’s not the same as seeing them drift lazily by in person.

      “We need to get on one of those ASAP,” I told Jada.

      “I believe delicate British ladies don’t say ‘ASAP,’ she whispered.

      “Oh, shut up! I can still enjoy being myself until we get to the villa. Have you ever felt more soothed than by listening to the sound of water lapping against the stone?”

      “Wow! I never knew you were so poetic,” Jada laughed.

      “Watch me. I’ll poeticize the hell out of this place. I’m loving it.”

      And I really meant it. After settling in at the villa (I’ll tell you about that later), I insisted on taking a tour of Venice. I started early and had ample time to explore the city inside out. Every corner I turned revealed something new—a hidden courtyard, a charming café, or a breathtaking view of the Grand Canal. The air was filled with the aroma of fresh pastries and the distant melodies of street musicians. It’s a place where time stands still, and I couldn’t wait to explore more. Unfortunately, I had to remind myself that I wasn’t on vacation.

      “It’s a good idea to tour Venezia now, Madame,” Fabio had said. “The Carnevale starts in two days, and then the city will be crowded, making it hard to see much. You can take the villa’s motorboat anytime if it’s not busy elsewhere. Just let me know when you need it. The other guests will begin to arrive tomorrow, and then our skipper might be busier.”

      “Good idea.”

      “May I inquire if this is your first visit to Venezia?”

      “Indeed, it is.”

      “Then I am at your service for any information you may require. Please feel free to ask me anything. Anything.”

      I didn’t particularly like his servile attitude, but perhaps he was trying to behave in a manner befitting my supposed nobility. He also got on Jada’s nerves, so she decided to put him in his place.

      “Mister Fabio,” she said, speaking haughtily, “you should refer to Lady Theresa as ‘Your Grace,’ not as ‘Madame.’

      “Oh, I don’t mind, Jada,” I said, adding a slight wave of my hand for emphasis. “Mister Fabio meant no disrespect.”

      “Apologies, Your Grace. I didn’t know the appropriate way to address you. I wasn’t told.”

      “Thank you, Fabio. Apology accepted. Now, I would like to meet Contessa Veroncini to thank her for her invitation.”

      “Unfortunately, the Contessa has not yet arrived.”

      “Oh, when will she arrive?”

      “She has not yet informed me of her plans, Madame… I mean, Your Grace. I will inform you when she arrives. Would you like me to tell the captain to ready the boat for you now?”

      “In half an hour, please. I believe our luggage has been taken to our room, and I would like to refresh and change.”

      The villa was a gorgeous building with parquet floors that must have been hundreds of years old. The same could be said of the furniture, but the bathroom had been somewhat modernized while still preserving a sense of the antique and high society. The large windows flooded the space with light. My only complaint was with the bed, particularly the height of the mattress from the floor. It made climbing into bed a challenge every time.

      The bathroom had both a shower and a bathtub, and I jumped into the shower for a quickie. I was impatient to go and see more of Venice, and when I got out of the shower, I found that Jada was already in my room. I had asked her to come and help me choose an outfit. Almost none of the clothes I had brought with me were my style since they were supposed to belong to Lady Theresa, who obviously dressed much more elegantly than I usually do. Luckily, the ones that Jada had laid out for me were bearable.

      “Perhaps you should reconsider and come with me,” I said.

      “Now, you go ahead and have a good time. I have a book I want to finish reading.”

      “You know I could order you to come. After all, you’re my lady-in-waiting,” I joked.

      I really wanted her to come with me, so I tried to start an argument, but she didn’t bite. She pulled up my zipper, gave me a pat on my tush, and was gone.
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      As a general rule, I am not against lying on my back at the beach, but I wouldn’t want to do that right after arriving in a new place that I need to explore, especially when that place is as exciting as Venice. But Jada had seen it all before and would rather stay at the villa. I pointed out that there wasn’t much sun to go around since it was a wet month of March, but she still chose not to join me. I was disappointed, but I didn’t push the issue.

      Fabio had the motorboat waiting for me. Fortunately, the skipper didn’t speak a word of English, so I didn’t have to engage in conversation, although that didn’t stop him from speaking—or to be precise, shouting—over the engine’s noise all the way to Venice. I had no idea what he was saying but graciously nodded from time to time to show I was listening. This went on for quite some time until we reached a spot that, judging by the signs posted near the water, was called—believe it or not—San Zaccaria. There, he signaled for me to disembark, showed me three fingers, and said something that sounded like “Tre ore,’ which I took to mean he would pick me up in three hours. I nodded (perhaps too vigorously for a lady like I was supposed to be), and he left. I was on my own.

      I’m a good navigator, and besides, I had a map, so I had no trouble getting to Saint Mark’s Square. It’s the most famous place in Venice, and I definitely wanted to see it. While standing in the square, a wave of sadness suddenly hit me because the name reminded me of MARK and my friends at Mission Ark, who had been murdered only a few months earlier. I hadn’t thought of them in a long time and realized I had been shutting the thought of them out because thinking of them hurt too much. I took a deep breath and pushed the thought of them away again. I needed to focus on myself, and there would be a time for remembering and grieving when I wasn’t on a job.

      I picked up my feet and started walking. I didn’t pay much attention to where I was going, simply enjoying the view of the ancient streets until I stumbled upon a small café and realized I craved coffee and one of those scrumptious chocolate-filled cakes that pair so well with it. I don’t know if it was the sugar, the air, or the beauty of my surroundings, but I felt a little lightheaded and had to stay seated longer than I had planned. I asked the waitress for sparkling water, which sobered me up a bit.

      I know I bragged about my navigation skills, but when I left the small café, I must have taken a wrong turn because I found myself on a tranquil street beside a small canal. The area was deserted, in stark contrast to the rest of Venice, which was packed with people moving in all directions, sometimes seeming as if possessed by demons that compelled them to keep walking. I stopped to check the map, and that’s when I sensed something.

      You know I have this uncanny ability to sense when someone looks at me, even if my back is turned or when I’m sleeping. I don’t think it has to do with telepathy because I’ve heard other people mention the same thing—but they could just be latent telepaths. I don’t know. Anyway, it works for me. So, I knew someone was watching me.

      A woman alone on an empty street in a foreign city would usually freak out, realizing a prowler was nearby, but not me. I can take on anyone in a one-on-one confrontation using my telepathic powers. I turned around, considering whether I should get into his head, freeze him, and possibly make him jump into the canal, but he stepped out from behind the corner and spoke.

      “Miss Scroft-Scroft,” he said. He didn’t try to get closer and waited.

      “I’ve seen you before. You were at the San Zaccaria wharf. Who are you, and why are you following me?”

      “There is someone who needs to speak with you. I work for him and was following you, hoping to find a quiet place for him to meet you. You two cannot be seen talking. I’ve called him, and he is on his way. Here he is,” he added as the sound of an approaching speedboat reached us from the canal.

      He spoke with a foreign accent—not Italian—which heightened my alertness.

      “Who’s that?”

      “He’ll tell you everything; please be patient.”

      Patience isn’t my best quality, but I was intrigued. I watched as the speedboat slowed and halted beside me. A man in a crisp business suit stood up from the seat next to the driver and walked over to the side of the boat.

      “You are difficult to get hold of,” he said, smiling a shark-like smile. “Please jump in so I don’t have to shout. We don’t want the neighbors to hear what I have to say to you.”

      “I don’t think so,” I said, managing a snort of disdain. “I don’t know you and have nothing to say to you. You have twenty seconds to tell me what you want.”

      “Please, come aboard. I will explain everything, I promise.”

      I was biding my time, trying to read him, but as you know, when I’m trying to read someone I haven’t met before, I can only see what’s going through his mind at that moment unless I’m touching him. All he was thinking was that he wanted me to stop being difficult and just get into the damn boat already.

      “You’ll have to help me; I’m a bad swimmer. I don’t want to slip and take a plunge,” I lied;  I can swim a mean crawl.

      He extended his hand, and I pretended to have difficulty getting into the boat while reading him deeply. What I saw surprised me. We stood close together, and I checked him out from head to toe. I gave him points for not looking embarrassed because most people tend to blush when I do that. He was young—I estimated he wasn’t older than 25—clean-shaven and not at all bad-looking.

      “So, what do you want?” I asked.

      “First of all, I want to tell you that I know you are not Lady Theresa, the daughter of Edmund Scroft-Scroft, Earl of Ashbourgh. He doesn’t have a daughter by that name. I don’t know yet what your game at Villa Veroncini is. I assume you’re after the jewels. Am I right?”

      I scoffed and then remained silent, so he went on.

      “It doesn’t matter, and I don’t care. As far as I’m concerned, you can get away with the jewels, the silverware, and anything else you’re after. The whole damn villa, if you want.”

      “Good. Now that’s settled, I’ll say goodbye.”

      “No, you won’t unless you want me to let the good Contessa Veroncini know there’s an impostor in her house.”

      “Can we get to the point? What do you want from me? I assume you didn’t go through all this trouble just to be annoying.”

      “Take us slowly to San Zaccaria,” he said to the driver, then turning to me, he added, “Let’s sit down in the back, and I’ll explain.”
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Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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