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			Cast your heart to the sea, Loralei.

			Your Captain will return for you soon.

			Let the light shine

			In the window at night.

			He will sail by the light of the moon.

			Keep your heart open.

			Let your light shine.

			Your love will come back to you soon.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Summer 1942

			The evening sun set against the magenta and orange background of the sky as Loralei Lancaster watched the dark silhouette of a freighter float on the horizon. She sighed with delight at the artistry of the scene. She was in the only place she knew where she could look north over the lake and watch both gorgeous sunsets in the west and brilliant sunrises in the east. She felt blessed to live in a place so wild and untamed in its wilderness and natural beauty that it took her breath away.

			Her life and her family’s life had revolved around the lighthouse and the lake for as long as she could remember. Even now, she was waiting for her husband, Devon, to return home from a long voyage on the Great Lakes—or the inland seas, as some people called them. He was a shipping captain on one of the iron ore freighters that shipped cargo through Lake Huron to Detroit to bolster the war effort. She hoped the freighter she saw was Devon’s and that he would be home soon, even though he was sometimes harsh to her when he returned. It was hard for him to be on land. He preferred his command and the order and structure of his “boat.”

			She finished pulling open the curtains she drew during the day to protect the prismatic Fresnel lens of the beacon from the sunlight and turned to look back over the rippling, indigo-blue waves from her vantage point high in the lighthouse. She perused the sky for warplanes, one of the new duties asked of every Portstown resident after rumors of a possible attack by the Germans had surfaced in a nearby town. She was relieved to see no sign of them. Rumors had been rampant in the area since the beginning of the war, and she didn’t listen to many of them. But she listened to this one because she feared for the safety of her country. 

			She turned to see her grandfather, Edmund Clairmont, looking at her from the top step of the spiral staircase. His white hair and mustache set off the dark tan of his craggy, sun-wizened face, and he looked careworn when he gave her a small grin. 

			“Are you looking for Devon?” he asked.

			“Yes, actually, I am. I hope that’s his freighter out there,” she replied.

			Edmund walked to her side and gazed out the wide, tall windows of the lantern room. “It could be. It’s time he was home.”

			“Yes, it’s been a long wait this time,” Loralei said quietly, feeling the loneliness that overtook her whenever Devon was sailing his freighter on a voyage. She missed her husband when he was gone, and she wanted to see him again.

			“I came up to tell you I brought water up from the barrels in the basement and poured some in the sink to do the dinner dishes. It was a wonderful meal, as always,” Edmund said.

			“Thank you. That was Grandmama’s recipe for apple cake with sauce for dessert. Do you remember?” she asked.

			“How could I forget? It’s legendary.” Edmund’s pale grey eyes twinkled at her.

			Loralei smiled at her grandfather, grateful, not for the first time, that he lived in a cottage down the beach and came by to help with keeping the lighthouse. Her grandfather was the one person she could always count on to be there for her. Before he retired, he had been a shipping captain like his son, Loralei’s father, who had been lost in a shipwreck when his freighter went down in the deadly Armistice Day storm on the Great Lakes two years ago.

			She swallowed hard as she remembered the full extent of the losses that day. Devon’s father, who had been part of the crew, and many friends and family members of the townspeople were lost as well. The shock of the disaster had irrevocably changed her, Devon, her grandfather, and everyone she knew in the town. Devon stopped talking to her, except to grumble, after his father’s funeral. He had no other family in the area, and he spent a lot of time drinking by himself. And she needed him. She needed his touch. Sometimes she wondered if she or her marriage would ever recover.

			“I’m going into town in the morning with Misha to see if the Manitoulin is in port. I want to be the first person Devon sees when he gets off,” Loralei said.

			“Do you want me to go with you? I’ve heard rumors that Jake Calico is back in town, and I don’t want anything to happen to you. I’m sure he knows you’re the lighthouse keeper, and there are rumors that he is sabotaging lighthouse beacons along the coastline so he can raid the cargo from the ships that crash on the rocks as a result,” Edmund said.

			Loralei glanced at Edmund and looked quickly away. She didn’t want him to see the fear in her eyes. “I hadn’t heard that. You can come if you’d like.”

			She tried to control her feelings. Hearing that Jake was around again upset her. She lived alone in the lighthouse with Misha most of the time, and she didn’t want to have to fight off a notorious pirate by herself. She hoped she would never have to.

			“Where’s Misha?” she asked, changing the subject.

			“He’s asleep. I read him a story and put him to bed. He’ll be glad to see his father tomorrow. He told me he misses him,” Edmund said.

			“Yes, I know he does,” Loralei said.

			She looked back out over the lake. They stood together, watching as the amber sun sank into the water, taking the fiery colors of the sky with it and leaving a dusky twilight. The scene had been so beautiful she wondered if she could remember it and capture it in one of her paintings.

			“I miss Devon. I get so lonely when he’s gone,” she said as the light waned.

			She turned to brush away a tear. She tried so hard to be strong and responsible, and she didn’t want anyone to see her cry.

			“I know,” Edmund said. “I miss him, too. But the lake is his life, as it was mine. And his country needs him now to sail the seas and support the war. He will return.”

			Loralei relaxed upon hearing the compassion in Edmund’s gravelly voice. He was a strong, hardened seaman but a kind man, too, especially where she was concerned. He had shared so many losses with her—the loss of her mother and father, the loss that came with the sinking of ships, and the thousand tiny deaths of losing someone to the call of the sea. She felt he was the only person who understood her pain and grief. It seemed strange to her that grief could bring some people together and push others apart. When cancer had taken her mother from her as it had her grandmother before that, Devon had been there for her. But now, something kept him from her, and he didn’t comfort her in her grief over her father’s death. Nor did he allow her to comfort him. She didn’t know why, and she didn’t know if he would ever tell her. She missed his love and touch, and sometimes she missed her parents so much that she felt a physical ache. Having her grandfather around was the only thing that saw her through. 

			She felt him pat her on her arm. “I’ll stay over tonight. We’ll take the Jeep into town in the morning,” he said.

			“Thanks, Grandpapa,” she said, glad he would spend the night again as he sometimes did.

			She watched Edmund disappear down the staircase and went over to complete her nightly inspection of the beacon. She checked to make sure it was rotating properly to flash its bright light out across the lake to the ships that watched for its guiding beam. She carefully polished the surrounding brassworks, as she had done that morning when she polished the two-foot-four-inch tall, faceted glass lens. Prisms of light cast an eerie glow in the lantern room, and for a moment, she let her thoughts wander as she was transported to another time.

			In the gleam of the freshly polished brass, she saw a young Devon from ten years earlier, before they were married, beckoning to her and smiling.

			“Loralei, run to me. I can’t wait a moment longer to have you in my arms,” he said.

			She ran toward him across the sand. “Devon, you’ve come for me for the graduation dance. I was afraid you’d forgotten.”

			“How could I forget my lovely girl?” he asked.

			She reached him and threw her arms around him in a deep embrace, breathing in the strong, woodsy scent of him and feeling his muscular arms tighten about her. She felt his lips brush her hair and sighed blissfully. Devon stepped back and held out a bouquet of wildflowers.

			“I brought these for you. I know how you love them,” he said.

			“Flowers. How lovely,” she said.

			She smiled as she took them from him and paused for a moment to breathe deeply of their fresh scent before looking back up at him. “Did the naval academy let you leave?”

			“To see my best girl? Of course. I have a two-week pass,” he answered.

			She skipped next to him and held out her free hand as she tossed her long, blonde hair back behind her in the early-summer breeze. “Come with me back to the lighthouse. I’ll put these in water right away. Does my father know you’re here?”

			“Yes, he told me where you were on the beach,” he said.

			He took her hand, and they walked up the sand back toward the lighthouse together.

			Loralei startled back to the present as Devon’s face faded away, leaving only the smooth glow of the brass in its wake. She shook her head to bring herself out of her reverie and wondered what had happened to her. Sometimes, lately, she found herself lost in thought for no reason. She and Devon had been so happy then. She missed that. But there was no use lingering on it, she decided. There was nothing she could do to change things back to the way they were.

			She continued her work. She wiped the lantern room windows clean to make sure the light was clear and visible. When she was finished, she entered the time she had turned on the beacon, what the weather had been like that day and the number of vessels she had recently seen pass the lighthouse in the logbook. She turned to take one last look out over the slumbering lake before heading down the staircase herself.

			She knew how important it was to keep the beacon going. It was what she and her family lived for and had always lived for—to bring the ships in safely, to guide them through the channel, and to save lives. Loralei was proud of her family of origin and of their French heritage. She was committed to raising a happy, healthy child who could carry on the family legacy, despite the hardships she might have to endure to do so. They were the Clairmonts of Portstown, Michigan. Her grandfather, Edmund Clairmont, had moved to the United States from France with his parents as a child, and they still had family there. Loralei had never met any of them, but she had seen grainy pictures of her grandfather’s brother, Maurice, who was an art curator in Paris. He’d sent a letter that he intended to visit them soon, and Loralei hoped she might find in him a kindred spirit in the love of painting since no one else she knew, other than her mother, who had been a wildlife painter, was very interested in art. 

			She went to check on Misha and found him snugly tucked in under the quilt with his teddy, Bear-bear, next to him. Her heart welled up when she saw his cherubic face and slightly flushed cheeks in the glow of the nightlight. She bent to kiss him on his forehead and touched the silky curls of his long, blond hair that was so like hers. She would do anything for him, and she knew Devon felt the same way, despite his grumpiness when he was home. Misha was a lovely child, and she thanked God for him every day. She made the sign for goodnight to him, even though he was already asleep. They’d been working on sign language to deal with his progressive hearing loss, which would eventually leave him deaf. A tutor came to the lighthouse once in a while, bringing staples from town, and it made her feel connected to Misha to use sign language. She smoothed his hair back, and when he stirred at her touch, she smiled and left the room.

			Later, as the full moon took its place in the night sky, Loralei left the lighthouse after making sure she was the only one still awake. She strolled to the lake and scrunched her toes in the sand as she stepped onto the cool beach. The night air was filled with the trill of a thousand crickets and the hum of a thousand more. She was meeting him again, her midnight lover. They met on calm summer nights when the moon cast sparkles of silver on the indigo waves that lapped quietly to shore. He was her secret passion, her guilty pleasure. She walked along the beach, gazing across the water, until after a while, she saw him in his birch bark canoe, gliding toward her in the distance. He was wild. His smooth, waist-length black hair blew behind him in the gentle night breeze. She shivered as he neared the shore and beached his canoe near her. His sinewy body moved stealthily, like the stalk of a cougar, as he walked toward her, shadowed in the light of the moon. When he reached her, he pulled her to him and kissed her with the passion of a wild spirit. She moaned with pleasure, her pent-up emotions releasing into his desire, and fell with him onto the sand. They didn’t talk. They seldom did at first. They made love for hours on the desolate beach in the moonlight, wrapped in each other’s arms. When the breeze cooled them and the night air began to chill, Loralei murmured words of love and moved to go.

			“Fly away home, little dove, until we meet again. I will wait for you here with the moon and the stars a fortnight from now, and if you are here, we will love each other again on the shores of the Gitche Gumee,” he said.

			Loralei pressed her lips to his one more time and felt the warmth of his ardent kiss before standing and walking back down the beach toward the lighthouse.

			***

			The morning dawned bright and sunny. Devon Lancaster could see the pale, cerulean blue of the sky through the small circle of his porthole when he awoke on the freighter. They had docked the night before, and he was ready to dismiss his crew and hand over his command of the Manitoulin to another captain. It had been a long but productive voyage, and he was proud of his crew. They had sailed to Detroit and delivered their cargo of iron ore on schedule. It would be used in the steel mills to build weaponry to send to Europe for the war effort, which he was glad to be a part of for his country. He had a two-week break until his next voyage, and he wanted to take advantage of his time ashore, even though shore leave wasn’t his favorite thing. He’d much rather be out on the lake, where his authority was clear and unchallenged. A ship captain inspired respect. On land, he was sought after by women who found his occupation and his air of command exciting, but he had no real control. And he needed that control to forget how powerless he had been over the storm that took his father from him. The lake was his life, and he only felt whole and real on the water.

			Devon swung his legs off his berth and kicked the empty rum bottle under the bed. It wasn’t his favorite liquor, but whiskey was rationed during the war. He’d make sure to hide the bottle in his duffel bag later. Drinking while in command wasn’t taken lightly by the shipping corporation. One nice thing about being onshore was the taverns. He could hide in them for hours with other sailors, swapping sailing stories and yarns. He could forget about all the people he’d lost in shipwrecks and gales and the family he’d once had.

			It didn’t take long for him to sign out and carry his duffel down the walkway to the dock. When he stepped on the dock, he felt a familiar pang of sadness at leaving the Manitoulin behind, but it was tempered with the anticipation of finding a drink.

			As he walked down the dock and into Portstown, he realized it had changed in the time he’d been gone. There were guardsmen stationed around the port, and the whole atmosphere of the small town seemed hushed and different. The shops lining Main Street seemed empty and cold, and he shivered with the sudden realization of the change the war had brought to his hometown.

			When he’d disembarked for a time in the Sault Ste. Marie at the Soo Locks, he’d seen soldiers stationed in doorways and on corners. There had been soldiers before, but not as many. Devon had felt a twinge of unease at seeing them and the guns they held staunchly by their sides. He hadn’t realized the front of the war was so close to home, and he wondered what they were doing there. Had the Nazis infiltrated the country while he was gone? That hardly seemed possible. 

			He headed for the Blue Lake Tavern and breathed a sigh of relief when he entered the cool, dim tavern room with its creaky wood floor. The polished, golden wood of the counter glowed in the low light. He sat on a barstool and dropped his duffel bag next to him.

			“Well, if it isn’t Captain Devon. You’re back. This one’s on the house.” Devon’s brother-in-law, Finn, drew a draft and set it in front of him.

			“Thanks,” Devon said. He took a long swig of the cold, frothy beer and sighed, relaxing and enjoying the tang of the ale on his tongue. “What’s with all the soldiers at the Soo? I saw them when we were sailing through. There weren’t that many when I left,” Devon said.

			Finn’s eyes shifted to the left and back. 

			“Word is they’re protecting the locks. Looks like those Nazi bastards want to bomb it and stop the shipping,” he said.

			Devon tightened his grip on his beer mug. It wasn’t the kind of news he wanted to hear, knowing his buddies were still out on the lakes. He’d be sailing again in a few weeks, and the news made him feel protective of his crew, too.

			“Man, we gotta stop these guys. They’re bad news,” he said.

			“Yeah,” Finn said, nodding. “Keep an eye out for suspicious strangers, too. We’re looking for spies.” He paused for a moment before continuing. “Speaking of suspicious strangers, I heard Jake Calico’s back around these parts. Word is he raided a fishing boat up north that crashed in a storm. Thought you’d want to know. Maybe keep an eye out.”

			“Appreciate it,” Devon replied. “I’ll do that.”

			He took another swig of his beer and glanced around the tavern. Sailors from his own freighter and other freighters were laughing and drinking beers at the thick polished-wood tables, along with some old friends from the town high school. He remembered the good times they’d had before the hurricane-like snowstorm of 1913 took the lives of their fathers, grandfathers, sons, uncles, and brothers in a few days of terror and loss from an unimaginable number of shipwrecks. It was a storm rivaled, in his mind, only by the one a few years ago that had taken the life of his own father and Loralei’s as well. The storms had changed all their lives, and he knew the threat of loss was still with them all, especially in these dark days of war. He shook his head to clear it and raised his beer mug in greeting. Before anyone came over to talk to him, he felt a tap on his shoulder.

			He turned around. “Loralei,” he said, looking at her in surprise, “I didn’t expect to see you here.” He was stunned at how lovely she looked as she blushed and tossed her windswept, wavy blonde hair back behind her. The months away had made him hungry for a woman’s touch, but he hadn’t expected to want that touch to be his wife’s.

			“I know. You never do, but I came to get you. I’m glad you’re home. Misha and Grandpapa are waiting outside in the Jeep,” she said.

			Devon set his beer down and tried not to look exasperated. He had been looking forward to the morning in the tavern. He looked at Finn, who gave him a shrug and bent to retrieve his duffel bag. He’d leave with Loralei if only to keep the peace between Finn and Loralei’s sister, Marie, who sided with Loralei when it came to him. That was one of the reasons he felt like his authority was challenged on land. That, and the fact that it was hard to talk to other women with Finn and Marie around. That led him to frequent other taverns as well. 

			He took a last swallow of beer, nodded to Finn, and followed Loralei out of the tavern. They walked down the street to the Jeep.

			“Good to see you, Devon,” Edmund said. Edmund stepped down from the driver’s side and shook Devon’s hand. “How was the trip?” he asked.

			“Edmund. Good to see you, too. The trip was good. No complaints,” Devon answered.

			He found it easy to talk to Edmund since they shared a common love of the lakes and a common bond in their careers as freighter captains, although Edmund was now retired.

			“Misha.” Devon dropped his duffel and held out his arms to his son, who jumped out of the Jeep into them. “How’s my boy?”

			“Papa,” Misha said, signing the word for hello.

			Devon buried his face in Misha’s hair and hugged him tightly. He was pleased to see how happy his son was to see him and longed for the day he would be old enough to sail with him on the Manitoulin. They held each other for a long moment before Devon put him in the back seat and tossed his duffel on the floor.

			***

			Loralei watched her grandfather sit in the Jeep next to Misha, then climbed into the front seat next to Devon, relieved she didn’t have to miss him anymore. Devon pulled away from the curb, and they drove together in companionable silence.

			“There’s a rumor that Hitler plans to bomb the Soo Locks,” Devon said as they rounded a curve.

			“What?” Loralei looked at Devon with horror. “The locks? Why?” she asked.

			“To stop the shipping operation. If we can’t use the locks to raise and lower the freighters between the lake levels on Lake Superior and Lake Huron, we can’t sail between the lakes. It will stop the transportation of the iron ore from the ore mines here to the factories in Detroit and destroy the war effort. All the captains and crew know about it,” he said.

			“I heard that, too,” Edmund said from the back seat.

			“If the Germans stop the production of the tanks and ships and planes for the arsenal, we won’t have anything to fight them with. We need to be on the lookout for spies and anyone who might try to sabotage the locks,” Devon continued.

			Loralei didn’t know what to say. Now she understood why she had to watch for warplanes. The lighthouse kept her isolated, and she wasn’t always apprised of the details of everything that was going on. The evil of the plot left her speechless, and she wondered how their country would survive if the plot succeeded. She shivered and rubbed her arms to warm them.

			She was glad he’d told her, but she was hurt that he only wanted to talk about news and wasn’t more expressive with her when he got home. She supposed she should be used to it by now, knowing how hard it was for him to adjust to being on land and how much he missed his father. She wished she could have thrown her arms around him and hugged him when she saw him. And she was drawn to the way he looked with his tousled, sandy blond hair and vibrant, cornflower blue eyes. But she sensed he didn’t want that from her. She swallowed her disappointment and tried to content herself with the fact that at least he was home, and she would no longer have to yearn for him.

			“Jake Calico is back around, too. Keep an eye out and lock the doors. We don’t want him sabotaging the beacon,” Devon said.

			“No, we don’t. I’ll make sure to do that,” she said, feeling the hair stand up on the nape of her neck as she realized, again, the danger she could be in.

			They drove in silence for a while. Loralei looked back to see Misha asleep with his head resting on Edmund’s arm. She smiled and turned back around to talk to Devon.

			“Misha missed you. I did, too,” she said.

			“Well, I’m back now,” he said shortly.

			Loralei felt tears sting her eyes and looked away.

			Devon pulled up in the back of the lighthouse, and Loralei got out and took Misha in her arms.

			“We’re home, Misha,” she said when he opened his eyes. “And Papa’s home, too.” 

			Loralei glanced around at the woods behind her and shivered again before following Edmund and Devon into the warmth of the lighthouse with Misha. She was glad they were all safe at home...at least safe for now.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Andre Sorrento tapped his foot impatiently on the expertly polished, golden-wood parquet floor of the Chateau de Chambord in France and perused a priceless painting on the wall as he waited for his friend, Jacques Boudrais, to meet with him in the lobby. At Jacques’s request, he had hurried to the chateau as quickly as he could the day after the murder of their mutual friend and colleague, Monsieur Didier. He wasn’t sure why Jacques wanted to see him, but Andre hoped to smooth over any questions or suspicions his art curator friend might have about the death of their peer—if that was, indeed, the reason for the meeting.

			As far as Andre knew, no one suspected him of being responsible for Monsieur Didier’s death, but one could never be sure. His training as a deep-cover agent in Italy had taught him that. If someone did suspect him and found out that he had, in fact, murdered Monsieur Didier for discovering that he was a spy, his life and the lives of his countrymen would be in grave danger, and possibly over if the spy network Andre worked for was discovered and destroyed, and the Allies got the upper hand in the war. Andre could not let that happen. He had devoted his whole life as a deep-cover agent working as an art curator in France to keeping Italy safe from enemies, and he wasn’t going to give that up now if he could help it.

			He looked more closely at the brushstrokes on the canvas in front of him. French Impressionism was his passion, and the rare Monet he was looking at was truly lovely. He was pleased that it had been saved from the Louvre and hidden by him and his group of French curators in the chateau. They had moved thousands of priceless paintings and masterpieces to the opulent Chateau de Chambord in the Loire Valley in France to keep them out of the hands of the German soldiers. He knew he was taking a chance by hiding the paintings from the Germans, but his love for art transcended the politics of war and overcame his fear of discovery. He was pleased to see the masterpiece safely displayed in front of him.

			Andre loved beautiful things, and he enjoyed collecting them. He had a small chateau of his own in the French countryside, filled with paintings and sculptures and works of art that he hoped to keep secret from the Germans, as well. He was extremely proud to have acquired a Mother and Child by Mary Cassatt for his personal art collection. He loved it for its exquisite use of light and color on a muted blue/green background. Something about it touched him deep in his soul, and he never tired of looking at it. The fact that he had been able to acquire it for himself was a great pleasure to him.

			So far, he had had no problems with raids or theft, although he had heard that other curators had lost their private art collections to such things. Andre hoped to return to Italy someday with his collection and set up a home in Tuscany. But for now, he kept the artwork in his chateau a secret, as did so many others during the German occupation of France.

			“Andre, I see you have found the Monet,” Jacques said.

			“Yes, you have placed it in an excellent location. I couldn’t have asked for more. I trust you are continuing to regulate the temperature and humidity of the storage areas within the chateau to maintain the health of the paintings,” Andre said.

			“Yes, yes, of course. Would you care to follow me? I will show you more of what we have done,” Jacques said.

			“Yes. Show me the way,” Andre said.

			“We’re looking into ways to continue to keep the paintings secure. I’m sure you’ve heard by now that Monsieur Didier was found deceased in his bed this morning. I believe he was smothered,” Jacques said as he walked briskly through the chateau.

			Jacques turned his head and glanced back at him, and Andre tried not to show his dismay. He hadn’t heard from anyone else that Monsieur Didier had been smothered, but the fact that he was, according to Jacques, put him in a difficult position.

			“Yes, yes, it’s very unfortunate that that happened. We must be careful,” Andre responded, keeping his thoughts to himself.

			“Yes,” Jacques replied, picking up the pace until Andre found himself sprinting after him. “Are you fearful, as I am, that the Germans may have a lead on where the paintings are?”

			Jacques looked back at him over his shoulder, and Andre nodded. He would rather have Jacques think the Germans were responsible for Monsieur Didier’s death than that he was.

			“I’m sure you know that Monsieur Didier was not well liked by them,” Jacques continued, “and they were well aware that he was an expert in the field of art restoration. If they are looking for the paintings, they may have gone to Monsieur Didier to find out where they are hidden and killed him in the process. We are on the lookout for spies. Perhaps they tried to find out from him where the paintings are.”

			“Perhaps,” Andre said.

			He wasn’t sure yet why it was that Jacques wanted to see him. Jacques didn’t appear to have suspicions about him in regard to Monsieur Didier’s death, but Andre suspected he must have some reason for calling him to the chateau so soon after his death. He tried to catch up with Jacques to see his face, but he seemed intent on moving quickly through the chateau. When he suddenly stopped outside the doorway of a large room filled with paintings, Andre almost ran into him.

			“Before I show you where the paintings are stored, I think I should tell you why I have asked you here,” Jacques said.

			“Yes?” Andre said, trying not to sound annoyed.

			“Monsieur Clairmont is quite concerned about Monsieur Didier’s death. He is afraid the Germans may have killed him while trying to find out where the paintings are hidden. He would like to discuss traveling to the United States to work with some art museums there, specifically the Detroit Institute of the Arts in Michigan, in regards to transporting the artwork to the United States if further security for them becomes necessary. He could go, or perhaps you could, although he has family in the area. Both of you speak excellent English. Would you, perhaps, be amenable to that?” Jacques asked.

			Jacques paused for a moment, appearing to wait for him to respond. Andre caught his breath and shifted his gaze to a gold-framed Renoir mounted on the red and gold damask wallpaper of the hallway they had entered. He paused, considering his answer. He had been approached by his spy network several times in the past year about traveling to the United States on a mission, and he didn’t want Jacques to realize he was familiar with the request. Traveling to the United States himself was uppermost in his mind.

			“I would be amenable to discussing it, yes,” Andre said evasively.

			“Fine. Here we are,” Jacques said, leading Andre into the room filled with paintings. “This is the storage area we are using to catalog many of the paintings. You can see they are in excellent shape, and many of them are ready to be moved to other areas as well to benefit from a climate rotation.”

			“Yes, very good,” Andre agreed. “It is important to keep them in a comfortable atmosphere.” 

			He found himself less interested in talking with Jacques and more interested in the presence of the beautiful young woman with long dark hair, marking file folders at a desk in the corner.

			Jacques noticed his interest. “This is Alma. She keeps track of the dates the paintings arrive and where they are placed. She’s very good at what she does. Alma, this is Monsieur Sorrento.”

			Alma blushed and looked up.

			“Yes. I’m sure she is. You appear to be very competent,” Andre said, smiling at the girl. 

			She blushed again and looked down.

			“Could you bring tea into the parlor? Monsieur Clairmont and I have something to discuss with Monsieur Sorrento,” Jacques said to Alma, motioning to Andre to leave the room with him.

			Before she could answer, Jacques left the room with Andre and walked across the hallway. They entered a large room wallpapered with silver stripes and accented with dark mahogany wainscoting. There were deep blue tapestries at the windows and antique mahogany tables placed strategically around sofas upholstered in pale blue silk.

			“Please, have a seat. Monsieur Clairmont should be here shortly,” Jacques said.

			Andre walked toward the sofa, but before he could sit down, Jacques announced the entrance of the curator in charge of the chateau.

			“Ah, here he is. Monsieur Sorrento, Monsieur Clairmont has arrived. Monsieur Clairmont, Monsieur Sorrento.”

			“Andre, how nice to see you. It’s been a while,” Monsieur Clairmont said.

			“Yes, it has. How have you been, Maurice?” Andre asked, turning and walking over to shake his hand.

			“As well as can be expected during these times,” he answered.

			“Yes, of course,” Andre said, surprised to find that Maurice’s usual firm handshake was weak and that his silvery-white hair appeared to be thin and wispy about his face. “I’m sorry. Have you been unwell?”

			Maurice waved his hand. “Nothing to be concerned about. Shall we sit down?”

			As they sat on the sofas, Alma walked in with the tea and set it on the Queen Anne coffee table in front of them. She poured them each a cup. When she handed a cup to Andre, they exchanged an intimate glance, and he was pleased to find that she remembered him. He had found her to be extremely accommodating the last time he had visited the chateau, and he made a note to get her alone again soon. She smiled at him as she placed some tea cakes on the table and left with the silver platter.

			“Andre, I’m sure you know by now about the plans for a trip to the United States to explore further security for the art,” Maurice said, after taking a sip of tea. “It has become even more imperative that we go soon, given what has happened to Monsieur Didier and the possibility that the Germans could be actively looking for the paintings. I had been planning to go to Michigan and also visit my brother, who takes care of a lighthouse there. But I haven’t been my usual self lately. I hope you might consider traveling in my place. The Detroit Institute of the Arts is expecting me, but there’s no one I’d rather have represent us than you. Would you consider going?”

			“I’d be honored,” Andre replied, making a special note to himself that Maurice had family in Michigan. He had heard of Michigan before from his spy network.

			“Good. I’ll let them know to expect you, and I’ll be in touch about the travel arrangements. You’ll need to take a ship across. It could be dangerous. There are German U-boats, you know, trying to sink the ships,” Maurice said.

			“Of course. I will still go,” Andre said.

			“Good,” Maurice said, appearing to be relieved. “There is one other thing. I don’t know if you’ve heard this, but there has been talk that the Germans want to take out the shipping operation on the Great Lakes in the United States. It’s possible that they may send spies and saboteurs to the United States to infiltrate the region. If you travel to Michigan, you may need to know this information to remain safe.”

			“I will keep that in mind,” Andre responded.

			They finished their tea in good spirits, and Andre agreed to stay for a small, catered dinner party later in the evening for some of the curators. He was pleased to accept when Jacques invited him, and Jacques seemed happy as well. Andre shook hands with Maurice and Jacques and agreed to see them later before going across the hall to see some more paintings. Alma was still cataloging in the corner.

			“I see you’re as lovely as ever,” Andre said, walking up behind her.

			She stood from her bent position and turned around to embrace him.

			“It’s been so long,” she said softly, bringing her lips to his.

			Andre was surprised and pleased that she was so responsive. He gripped her arms and kissed her before leading her into a small alcove on the side of the room. They embraced passionately, and Andre groaned as he pulled her to the floor. 

			Suddenly, an air raid siren blared in the distance. Alma jumped up and smoothed her hair.

			“We must go. We must hurry for cover,” she said, grabbing his arm.

			They ran through the room out into the hallway and followed Maurice, Jacques, and a few others down to the lower levels to wait for the all-clear. The filtered light of the lower levels became dark as evening descended on the chateau. They waited in the dark, knowing they could not turn on the lights until the all-clear sounded. When it did, they ambled back upstairs slowly, reorienting after having been confronted again with the harsh reality of the war. 

			Alma touched Andre on the arm and told him she hoped she’d see him again before leaving for the day.

			The dinner party went on as planned later in the evening, and Andre enjoyed himself despite the many things he had on his mind. He was pleased with the choice of wine being served and was having pleasant conversations with several of the curators. They were gathered around a table enjoying a wonderful dinner of roast duck and rice pilaf when the lights flickered and went out. 

			“What is it? What could have happened?” Jacques asked.

			There was a general commotion as people pushed back their chairs and stood to determine what was going on. The only light remaining was from the pale flickers of the tapers on the table.

			“I’ll check the fuse box,” Andre said, standing to leave the room.

			Jacques asked if he needed help, but Andre declined. He knew where to go, having been at the chateau before. The others nodded as he stood. Andre was usually in charge of electronics wherever he went. He had a natural affinity for knowing where to go and what to do in the field of electronics. He always had, even as a young boy in Italy. He had often rewired electrical circuits in the small art museum in Florence curated by his parents and in the home in which he had grown up and honed his taste for beautiful paintings. 

			Andre picked up a candle and walked through the room to the kitchen. The caterers were standing around, murmuring to each other. One of them approached him as he walked through the kitchen with the candle casting a pale glow to light his way.

			“Andre? Could that be you?” Andre heard someone say. 

			He peered through the darkness to see the face of a lovely young girl peering back at him. “Yes. And who do I have the pleasure of speaking with?” he asked.

			“It’s Sofia from Florence. You remember. I was friends with your sister, Isabella, when we were children.”

			Andre looked at the girl more closely and found that he recognized her. “Yes, of course. How nice to see you,” he said, raising his hand and blinking as a circle of light stabbed his eyes. “A flashlight. Could I borrow that, please?” Andre asked the apron-clad boy holding it.

			He secured the flashlight and a fuse from the pantry and headed to the basement with Sofia following him.

			“I hope you don’t mind if I go with you,” she said as she caught up to him. “But it’s so nice to see someone from Italy. The last time I was there, your sister was onstage playing the piano at the Teatro Carlo Felice. You look like her, you know.”

			Andre turned to see Sofia regarding him intimately before looking away.

			“She’s very good,” Sofia said.

			“Yes, she is,” he agreed, walking down the stairs.

			He was briefly reminded of his younger sister Isabella’s thick, wavy brown tresses, dark brown eyes, and lovely music. She was an angel to him—a beautiful gift given to protect and care for. He had grown up with her in a world of art and music, and they shared a love for beautiful things.

			He walked through the basement and found the room with the fuse box. He spent time investigating the problem, with Sofia holding the flashlight for him. He found the problem and replaced the fuse. When the lights came on, Sofia clapped with delight and touched his arm.

			“How wonderful. You’ve fixed it,” she said.

			“Yes,” Andre said, smiling at her.

			He was surprised at the beauty of Sofia in the new light. The last time he had seen her, she had been thin and gangly. She was now a lovely young woman with smooth, black hair and porcelain skin. He wondered, momentarily, if he should take advantage of the situation but thought better of it, considering that she was Isabella’s childhood friend.

			“Shall we head back?” he asked.

			“Yes,” Sofia said, smiling.

			When they got back to the kitchen, everyone was milling about and serving the food. Andre said goodbye to Sofia and headed back to the dinner party. The other curators clapped lightly and goodheartedly when he entered the room.

			“Thank you,” he said, giving a slight, amiable bow.

			They finished the dinner without incident and talked for a while before people began leaving and saying their goodbyes. Soon, only Jacques, Maurice and Andre were left talking together at the table. Maurice pushed his chair back.

			“I’m afraid it’s time for me to say goodnight. It’s been a wonderful evening, but I fear I’m not up to staying awake anymore. Good luck on your trip, Andre. It was nice to see you again,” Maurice said, turning and leaving the room.

			Andre turned to Jacques after Maurice left. 

			“There’s something I’d like to discuss with you,” he said quietly, leaning toward him. “I’m sure we’re alone, but I’d like it to be more private. Would you follow me, please? I’d like to make sure no one can hear us.”

			“Yes, of course,” Jacques said, gazing back at him for a long moment with what Andre took to be curiosity.

			They pushed their chairs back from the table, stood, and left the room together. The evening was warm, and the slight breeze that blew across the lantern tower of the chateau was a welcome relief to Andre after climbing all the stairs, using a flashlight, to the top. He could see that Jacques appeared to feel the same way. He headed toward the overlook to get a view of the expansive grounds at night, dimly lit and mysterious in its way.

			“What is it that you want to discuss?” Jacques asked, whispering, although his low voice hardly
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