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1 The Golden Light
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The train carved through Tuscany like a needle pulling thread through green silk. Elara Vance pressed her forehead against the window, watching the landscape blur into impressionist smears of gold and emerald. She'd learned long ago that motion made the world easier—faces became irrelevant when everything was moving.

Her phone buzzed. A text from her agent, Marina, whose voice she could hear even in the sterile typography: Remember, the Count is PARTICULAR. Don't mention the fee. Don't ask about timelines. Just nod and restore the fresco. Easy money, cara.

Easy money. Elara had heard that before. The last "easy" job had been a Byzantine icon in Prague where the patron tried to pay her in cryptocurrency and expired prayer cards. But this was different. Castello di Sangue. A sixteenth-century chapel fresco, untouched for decades, hidden in a private villa that most art historians only whispered about in footnotes. The kind of project that could define a career—or at least pay off her mother's nursing home bills for another year.

The train slowed as it approached Montepulciano. Elara gathered her things: a worn leather portfolio, a canvas duffel that smelled permanently of linseed oil, and a small wooden box containing her brushes. Each brush had a piece of colored thread tied around its handle—red for the finest sable, blue for the medium boar bristle, green for the synthetic blenders. She couldn't always remember faces, but she never forgot a tool.

The station was a honey-colored building drowning in wisteria. As Elara stepped onto the platform, the heat hit her like walking into an oven lined with lavender. She scanned the small crowd, looking for the identifier she'd been given: Driver will wear a gray cap and carry a sign with the Castello crest.

Three men stood near the exit. She couldn't see their faces—or rather, she could see them perfectly well, the arrangement of eyes and noses and mouths, but her brain refused to commit them to memory. It was like trying to hold water in a sieve. Instead, she looked at their hands, their posture, their shoes.

The first man was texting, his thumb moving in rapid nervous taps. Wedding ring, scuffed loafers. Not her driver.

The second was older, his shoulders rounded in a way that spoke of decades bent over something—vines, perhaps, or soil. Calloused hands, no ring, boots caked with red earth. Interesting, but no cap, no sign.

The third held a small wooden placard. Elara stepped closer, squinting at the carved crest: a stylized castle tower rising from what looked like waves of blood-red wine. Gray cap, check. Pressed linen shirt despite the heat, polished driving gloves. This one.

"Signorina Vance?" His voice was smooth, almost musical. Northern Italian accent, probably Milan rather than local Tuscan.

"Yes. Thank you for meeting me." Elara extended her hand, watching his grip—firm but brief, no rings, no calluses. Office hands, not field hands.

"I am Luca. I will drive you to the Castello. The Count sends his apologies—he is preparing for the other guests." Luca reached for her duffel, and Elara noticed the way he moved: economical, practiced, the gait of someone used to serving without being seen.

The car was a vintage Alfa Romeo, cream-colored and immaculate. As Luca loaded her bags into the trunk, Elara caught sight of the man with the red-earth boots watching them from beneath the wisteria. He didn't look away when she turned. Instead, he raised one hand—not quite a wave, more like a warning.

"Signorina?" Luca held the rear door open.

Elara slid into the leather seat, glancing back at the station. The man was gone.

The drive up to the Castello took twenty minutes, each one peeling away another layer of the modern world. Paved road gave way to gravel, gravel to packed earth. Cypress trees lined the drive like sentinels, their shadows long in the late afternoon sun. And then the villa appeared, rising from the hill as if it had grown there, organic and inevitable.

It was smaller than Elara had imagined—not a sprawling palace, but a fortified manor house, all stone and shuttered windows. The walls were the color of old honey, stained darker where centuries of rain had run down from the terracotta roof. Ivy climbed the western face, thick as rope. Beautiful, yes, but there was something uncompromising about it. A building that had watched empires rise and fall and remained unchanged.

"The Castello di Sangue," Luca said, his voice carrying an odd note of pride mixed with something else. Resignation, perhaps. "Four hundred years old. The Count's family has held it for twelve generations."

"And the name?" Elara asked. "Castle of Blood?"

Luca pulled the car to a stop before the main entrance, a massive wooden door studded with iron. "The soil. You see the color? Red as wine. The locals, they have stories. But it is only iron in the earth." He said it like reciting a script, something he'd explained a thousand times to a thousand tourists.

Before Elara could respond, the door opened.

A woman emerged, backlit by the interior's golden glow. Tall, thin, moving with the fluid precision of a dancer or a predator. She wore white—a linen dress that probably cost more than Elara's yearly rent—and something gold glinted at her throat.

"Signorina Vance. Welcome." The voice was cool, cultured, with an accent that had been sanded smooth by international schools and money. "I am Isabella. The Count asked me to greet you while he attends to some final preparations."

Elara stepped out of the car, trying to catalog details: the gold at Isabella's throat was a pendant, delicate chain, some kind of insect design. The woman's perfume arrived a beat later, something expensive and green, like crushed stems. Her handshake was cold despite the heat.

"Thank you. The villa is extraordinary."

"Yes. We like to think so." Isabella's gaze swept over Elara, assessing. "You must be exhausted from your journey. Luca will show you to your room. We dine at eight—nothing formal tonight, just the inner circle. The Count is eager to discuss the fresco with you."

Inner circle. The phrase hung in the air like a warning.

"How many guests?" Elara asked.

"Small party. Intimate." Isabella smiled, and Elara noticed the way her lips curved—asymmetrical, higher on the left. A detail to remember. "Old friends, celebrating the harvest. You'll meet everyone at dinner. I'm sure you'll find us all very... memorable."

There was something in her tone, a private joke that Elara wasn't part of. She felt the familiar anxiety rising, the one that always came when she knew she'd be in a room full of strangers, unable to tell them apart once they left her sight.

Luca cleared his throat. "Your bags, Signorina."

"Of course." Isabella stepped aside, gesturing toward the door. "Don't be late. The Count values punctuality."

As Elara followed Luca into the cool darkness of the villa's entrance hall, she glanced back. Isabella stood silhouetted in the doorway, one hand raised to touch the pendant at her throat. Even from a distance, Elara could see it now: a butterfly, wings spread, rendered in gold so fine it trembled with each breath.

The door closed behind them, and the sound echoed through the stone corridors like a mouth snapping shut.

The interior of the Castello was a study in controlled decay. Not the romantic ruin of abandoned villas, but something more deliberate—a careful balance between preservation and entropy. The entrance hall stretched upward into shadow, its vaulted ceiling lost in darkness despite the afternoon sun. Frescoes lined the upper walls, their colors muted by centuries of candle smoke and dust. Elara's fingers itched to touch them, to feel the texture of the plaster and imagine the hands that had laid it down four hundred years ago.

"Your room is in the east wing," Luca said, his voice low as if the stones themselves might be listening. "The Count thought you would appreciate the morning light."

They climbed a spiral staircase, worn smooth in the center where countless feet had trod. Elara ran her hand along the wall, feeling the cool stone, the occasional patch of exposed brick where plaster had fallen away. This was a building with secrets in its bones.

The east wing was brighter, its windows facing the rolling vineyard that stretched toward the horizon. Luca opened a heavy wooden door and stepped aside. "I will bring your bags shortly. If you need anything, pull the cord by the bed. Someone will come."

Someone. Elara wondered how many someones there were in the Castello, how many faces she'd be expected to remember, how many voices she'd need to catalog and file away.

The room was beautiful in an austere way. A four-poster bed with white linens, a writing desk positioned to catch the light, a wardrobe that looked older than most countries. But what caught Elara's attention was the mirror.

It hung above a marble-topped dresser, enormous and ornate, its gilt frame carved with vines and grapes and cherubs. Elara avoided her own reflection as she always did—the stranger with her hair and her clothes but no identity her brain would accept. Instead, she focused on the window.

The view was worth the journey alone. The vineyard spread out like a patchwork quilt, each row of vines casting long shadows in the afternoon light. Beyond them, olive groves silvered the hillsides, and in the distance, the terracotta roofs of a village clustered around a bell tower. Peaceful. Deceptive.

Elara pulled out her phone to text Marina, but there was no signal. Of course not. The Castello di Sangue kept its secrets close.

A soft knock interrupted her thoughts. "Your bags, Signorina." Luca's voice, muffled by the thick door.

She opened it to find him standing with her duffel and portfolio, but he wasn't alone. The man from the train station—red-earth boots and weathered hands—stood behind him, holding a wooden crate filled with wine bottles.

"Ah," Luca said, and Elara heard the first crack in his polished demeanor, a note of irritation. "This is Gianni. He manages the vineyard. I told him to use the service entrance."

Gianni grunted, shouldering past Luca with the crate. "Count said to bring the Signorina a welcome selection. I bring it." He set the crate down on the desk with a heavy thunk, then straightened, looking at Elara directly. His eyes were remarkable—pale gray, almost colorless, set in a face that had spent decades in the sun. "You are the one who looks at paintings."

"I restore them," Elara said.

"Eh. Same thing. You see what others miss." He wiped his hands on his trousers, leaving red smears. "The chapel, it is in the west wing. Through the gallery, past the library, down the stone stairs. Cold down there. Bring a jacket."

Luca cleared his throat. "The Count will provide Signorina Vance with a tour—"

"The Count provides many things," Gianni interrupted. "Truth is not always one of them." He fixed Elara with that pale gaze. "You have face blindness, yes? I heard the Count mention it."

Elara felt her stomach tighten. She hated when people knew, hated the way it made her vulnerable, a weakness announced before she'd even had a chance to compensate for it. "Yes. Prosopagnosia."

Gianni nodded slowly. "Good. Then you will see clearly." Before either Elara or Luca could respond, he turned and left, his boots leaving faint red prints on the stone floor.

Luca's jaw was tight. "Please forgive Gianni. He is... rustic. The Count keeps him on out of loyalty to his family. They have worked this land for generations." He set down the duffel and portfolio with careful precision. "Dinner is at eight in the main salon. Someone will come to escort you at quarter to."

"I can find my own way—"

"The Castello is larger than it appears. Easier to get lost than you might think." Luca's smile was professional, empty. "Rest well, Signorina."

When he left, Elara locked the door and leaned against it, taking a breath. She looked at the crate of wine Gianni had brought. Six bottles, each one dusty and unlabeled, clearly from the Castello's private reserve. She picked one up, feeling the weight of it, the way the glass had aged to a cloudy amber.

A piece of paper had been tucked beneath one bottle. She pulled it out, unfolding what looked like a page torn from an old ledger. The handwriting was cramped and faded, but legible: a list of names and dates from twenty years ago. Most were crossed out. But one had been circled in fresh red ink: Giuliana Marchesi - September 15, 2005 - Departed.

The word "Departed" had been underlined three times.

Elara turned the paper over. On the back, in what looked like a different hand—more recent, written in pencil—were three words: Ask about butterfly.

She looked at the window, at the peaceful vineyard beyond, and thought about Isabella's gold pendant. The butterfly that trembled at her throat.

Her phone buzzed. Impossible—there was no signal. But the screen showed a message, sender unknown, time stamp blank: The fresco knows what the Count forgot.

Elara dropped the phone. It clattered on the stone floor, screen cracking in a starburst pattern. When she picked it up, the message was gone. No record of it in her notifications, no mysterious number in her texts. Just the cracked screen and her own reflection, distorted in the broken glass.

She set the phone on the dresser and walked to the window, pressing her palm against the cool glass. In the vineyard below, someone was walking between the rows of vines. Too far to see details, but the gait was familiar—economical, measured. Luca. He stopped, turned, and looked directly up at her window.

Even from this distance, Elara knew he was smiling.

She stepped back from the window and checked her watch. Three hours until dinner. Three hours to unpack, to prepare, to steady her nerves. But instead, she found herself pulling on a cardigan and opening her door.

The corridor was empty, but she could hear voices echoing from somewhere below—laughter, the clink of glass, the murmur of conversation in Italian too rapid for her to follow. She moved quietly, following the sound, trying to build a mental map of the Castello's layout.

Down one corridor, then another. Past portraits of stern-faced ancestors whose eyes seemed to follow her movement. Past a sitting room filled with furniture draped in white sheets like sleeping ghosts. The voices grew louder, and then she found the gallery Gianni had mentioned.

It was a long room lined with paintings—landscapes, mostly, depicting the Castello and its grounds in various seasons and centuries. But there was one that made her stop.

It was newer than the others, painted within the last thirty years if she had to guess. It showed a group of young people on the Castello's terrace, glasses raised in a toast. Six of them, laughing, beautiful, untouched by time. The painting was good—skilled, even—but something about it felt wrong. The composition was off, unbalanced, as if someone had been painted out and the remaining figures rearranged to fill the space.

Elara leaned closer, examining the brushwork. Yes—there, in the background, a shadow that didn't quite match. The ghost of an arm, a suggestion of fabric that didn't belong to any of the visible figures.

"Do you like it?"

Elara spun around. A man stood in the doorway, tall and lean, wearing a linen suit that managed to look both expensive and deliberately casual. His voice was warm, accented, carrying an undertone of amusement.

"I'm sorry, I was just—"

"Exploring. Of course. The Castello invites it." He moved into the room with an easy confidence, hands in his pockets. "You must be our restoration artist. Elara Vance. I am Count Lorenzo. Welcome to my home."

Elara cataloged quickly: the gait, smooth and unhurried. The voice, tenor range, slight rasp as if from years of good wine and better cigarettes. The hands when he pulled them from his pockets—long fingers, two rings on the right hand, none on the left. A thin scar on the back of his left wrist.

"Thank you for the opportunity," she said. "The Castello is remarkable."

"Remarkable," he repeated, as if tasting the word. "Yes. That is one way to describe it." He moved to stand beside her, looking at the painting. "This was painted by Julian. You'll meet him at dinner. He fancies himself an artist, though his true talent is architecture. This depicts the last time our circle was together. Twenty years ago. The Millennium Harvest, we called it."

"There were six of you," Elara said, pointing at the figures.

Lorenzo's pause was almost imperceptible. "Yes. Six."

"But the composition suggests there should be seven."

The silence stretched. When Lorenzo spoke again, his voice had cooled by several degrees. "You have an excellent eye, Signorina Vance. It will serve you well in the chapel. Now, I'm afraid I must attend to some final preparations before dinner. Isabella will have told you—eight o'clock, the main salon. Don't be late."

He left before she could respond, his footsteps echoing down the corridor. Elara turned back to the painting, studying the ghost in the brushwork, the space where someone used to be.

On the terrace below, she heard the sound of breaking glass and laughter.

Elara returned to her room with forty minutes to spare before dinner. She had intended to shower, to change into something more appropriate than her travel clothes, but instead she found herself drawn to the window again, watching the light fade over the vineyard.

The sun was setting behind the western hills, painting the sky in shades of amber and rose. The vines cast long shadows, and in the distance, she could see figures moving between the rows—workers, probably, doing whatever vineyard workers did at dusk. One of them might be Gianni. She couldn't tell from here.

Her cracked phone sat on the dresser, useless. She picked it up, examined the shattered screen, and thought about the message that may or may not have appeared. The fresco knows what the Count forgot. It was the kind of thing her mother would have called a "whisper in the walls"—the Castello playing tricks, old buildings settling, her imagination running wild.

Except Elara didn't have an imagination that ran wild. She had spent her entire life learning to be observant, to notice the small things that others missed because faces were closed to her. She documented. She verified. She double-checked. And she knew what she had seen on that screen.

A knock at the door made her jump. "Signorina Vance? It is quarter to eight."

A woman's voice, but not Isabella's. This one was older, rougher, with the thick Tuscan accent of someone who had never left these hills. Elara opened the door to find a small, round woman in a black dress and white apron, her gray hair pulled back in a tight bun. She wore a silver crucifix, large enough that it caught the light.

"I am Donna Rosa," the woman said. "I will take you to dinner."

"Thank you." Elara grabbed a shawl—the air had turned cool—and followed Donna Rosa into the corridor.

They walked in silence, descending stairs and traversing hallways that seemed to multiply with each turn. Elara tried to memorize the route, but the Castello resisted mapping. Every corridor looked like every other corridor, every corner could have been the same corner approached from a different angle.

"You are here for the painting," Donna Rosa said. It wasn't a question.

"Yes. The fresco in the chapel."

"Mmm." Donna Rosa made a sound deep in her throat, something between acknowledgment and warning. "I clean that chapel every week for thirty years. The painting, it was always there, yes? But now the Count says you must restore it. Now, after all this time, it matters."

"I'm sure the Count wants to preserve—"

"The Count wants many things." Donna Rosa stopped at a set of double doors, ornately carved with scenes of the grape harvest. "Preservation is not always one of them." She pushed open the doors. "Buon appetito, Signorina."

The main salon was a revelation. While the rest of the Castello embraced its age, this room fought against it. Crystal chandeliers blazed with light, their prisms casting rainbows across walls hung with rich tapestries. A long table dominated the center, set with silver and fine china, wine glasses catching the light like captured stars. And around the table, the guests were already gathering.

Elara's heart sank. Six people, not counting herself. Six faces she would need to distinguish by other means.

"Ah, our artist arrives!" Count Lorenzo stood at the head of the table, arms spread in welcome. He had changed into evening clothes, a navy suit that probably cost more than Elara's car. "Come, Signorina Vance. Let me introduce you to the family."

Family. Another interesting word choice.

Isabella was there, the butterfly pendant at her throat now accompanied by diamond earrings. She raised her wine glass in a sardonic toast. Beside her sat a man with nervous energy, his fingers drumming against the table—long fingers, callused in a way that suggested manual work despite his expensive watch. He wore glasses with thick black frames.

"This is Julian," Lorenzo said. "Our architect. He designed the restoration of the western terrace. And he painted that piece you were admiring earlier."

Julian nodded, his fingers never stopping their rhythmic tap. "The Millennium Harvest. Not my best work, but Lorenzo insisted on displaying it."

"It's quite good," Elara said, taking the empty seat that Luca was pulling out for her—Luca had appeared as if summoned, now wearing formal serving attire. "The composition is interesting."

Julian's fingers stopped. "Interesting. Yes. That's one word for it."

Across the table sat an older man, perhaps sixty, with a stillness that was almost unnerving. He wore a dark suit and a burgundy tie, and his hands rested on the table with the careful placement of someone who never made unnecessary movements. When he spoke, his voice was measured, clinical.

"Dr. Aris Caruso," he introduced himself. "Retired now, but I practiced psychiatry in Rome for thirty years. The Count and I met at university." His gaze moved over Elara with professional assessment. "I understand you have prosopagnosia. Fascinating condition. I've only encountered three cases in my career."

Elara felt the familiar discomfort of being studied. "It makes dinner parties challenging."

"I imagine it makes many things challenging." Dr. Aris smiled, but there was no warmth in it. "But also illuminating, perhaps? When one sense closes, others sharpen."

"That's not really how it works—"

"Let her breathe, Aris," Lorenzo interrupted smoothly. "We're here to celebrate, not conduct case studies." He gestured to the woman at the far end of the table. "And finally, may I present Sophia Renzi. Our conscience, our moral compass, and the only person at this table who has never told me a lie."

Sophia was striking in a way that had nothing to do with conventional beauty. She wore simple black, no jewelry except for a leather cord around her wrist—braided in an intricate pattern. Her voice, when she spoke, was husky, as if she had spent years shouting or crying or both.

"Don't believe him. I've told Lorenzo plenty of lies. I'm just better at it than the rest of you." She raised her glass to Elara. "Welcome to the reunion, Elara. We promise to be on our best behavior. Or at least our most entertaining behavior."

Luca poured wine into Elara's glass—deep red, almost black in the candlelight. She took a sip. It was extraordinary, rich and complex, tasting of earth and time and secrets.

"From our private reserve," Lorenzo said. "1985. A very good year. The year we all met, actually. University in Florence. We were young, stupid, and convinced we would change the world."

"Instead the world changed us," Isabella said, and something sharp passed between her and Lorenzo.

Donna Rosa appeared with the first course—a delicate soup, golden and fragrant with herbs. As she served, Elara tried to memorize the details: Isabella's butterfly and asymmetric smile. Julian's nervous fingers and thick-framed glasses. Dr. Aris's careful stillness and burgundy tie. Sophia's leather wrist cord and husky voice. Lorenzo's rings and scarred wrist.

Five guests. But Lorenzo had said six in the painting. The Millennium Harvest, twenty years ago. Six friends raising glasses.

"Tell me, Elara," Dr. Aris said, breaking into her thoughts. "When you look at a fresco, what do you see? The whole? Or the parts?"

"Both," Elara said. "A fresco is built in layers. You have to understand the structure beneath before you can restore the surface."

"Structure beneath the surface," Sophia repeated. "That's rather metaphorical for dinner conversation."

"Isn't it though?" Julian's fingers had resumed their drumming. "Maybe that's what this whole weekend is about. Excavating the structure. Seeing what's been painted over."

The soup suddenly tasted bitter in Elara's mouth.

"Nonsense," Lorenzo said, his voice carrying an edge. "This weekend is about friendship. About celebrating what endures. About honoring the past while we still can."

"While we still can," Isabella echoed softly. "How morbid, Lorenzo."

"Realistic," he corrected. "We're not getting younger. How many more harvests will we have together? How many more chances to—"

A crash interrupted him. Luca had dropped a wine bottle, red liquid spreading across the white tablecloth like blood. His hands were shaking.

"Forgive me, Count. I don't know what—"

"It's fine," Lorenzo said, though his jaw was tight. "Donna Rosa, please help Luca clean this up. And bring another bottle. The 2005, I think. The Millennium Harvest vintage."

Elara watched as Luca and Donna Rosa worked to contain the spill. But she was more interested in the guests' reactions. Isabella had gone pale, her hand frozen halfway to her mouth. Julian's fingers had stopped drumming entirely. Dr. Aris sat perfectly still, watching everyone else. Sophia was looking at Lorenzo with something that might have been pity or might have been contempt.

"The 2005," Sophia said quietly. "Are you sure that's wise?"

"Why wouldn't it be?" Lorenzo's smile was sharp. "It's a vintage year. The year Giuliana—" He stopped abruptly.

The silence was absolute. Even the scraping of Luca's cloth against the tablecloth seemed to cease.

"The year Giuliana left," Lorenzo finished. His smile never wavered. "We should drink to her memory, don't you think? To absent friends."

Sophia set down her spoon with careful precision. "I think I've lost my appetite."

"Sophia—"

"Don't." She stood, her chair scraping against the stone floor. "Twenty years, Lorenzo. Twenty years and you still can't say it properly." She looked around the table, her gaze landing on Elara. "Ask him about the butterfly. Ask him why Isabella wears it now."

Before anyone could respond, Sophia walked out. Her footsteps echoed down the corridor until they faded into silence.

Isabella's hand went to the butterfly pendant, clutching it like a talisman. "She had no right—"

"She had every right," Julian said quietly. "We all do. That's why we're here, isn't it? Not for the harvest. Not for the reunion. For the reckoning."

Lorenzo remained standing, his hands gripping the back of his chair. When he spoke, his voice was cold. "We are here because I invited you. Because after twenty years, it's time to remember who we were. Who we are. And yes, perhaps to discuss what happened. But on my terms, in my home, with my rules."

"Your rules," Dr. Aris said. "How very like you, Lorenzo."

Donna Rosa returned with a new bottle, vintage 2005. She poured it in silence, the wine dark as dried blood. When she reached Elara's glass, she leaned close and whispered, so softly that no one else could hear: "The butterfly belonged to the seventh friend. The one they painted out."

Elara's hand trembled as she raised the glass. The wine tasted of earth and iron and twenty years of silence.

Count Lorenzo smiled at his remaining guests. "To the Millennium Harvest," he said. "And to the truth that restoration always reveals."

They drank, and somewhere in the depths of the Castello, a door slammed shut.
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2 The Chapel Descends
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Elara didn't sleep that night.

She lay in the four-poster bed, listening to the Castello settle around her—the creak of ancient timbers, the whisper of wind through shutters, the occasional sound of footsteps in distant corridors. Each sound made her wonder: who was walking, and why? In the darkness, without faces to anchor identity, everyone became a ghost.

The dinner had ended shortly after Sophia's departure. Lorenzo had made a show of continuing the meal, but the conversation had died. Isabella picked at her food, fingers constantly touching the butterfly pendant. Julian's drumming fingers had accelerated until Dr. Aris reached across and placed a hand over them, stilling them with clinical firmness. They'd eaten in near silence, the clink of silver against china abnormally loud.

When Luca had finally appeared to announce that coffee would be served in the library, Elara had excused herself. Lorenzo hadn't tried to stop her. As she'd climbed the stairs to her room, she'd heard him say something in rapid Italian, and Isabella's laugh in response—sharp and brittle as breaking glass.

Now, at three in the morning, Elara gave up on sleep. She rose, pulled on her cardigan and jeans, and dug through her duffel for her work boots—practical leather, broken in from years of kneeling on scaffold platforms. If she couldn't sleep, she might as well see what she'd come here to restore.

The corridor outside her room was dark, illuminated only by the moon through tall windows. She'd forgotten to ask about the light switches. Did the Castello even have electricity throughout, or was it one of those half-restored villas where modern conveniences ended at the guest wings?

She used her phone's flashlight—cracked screen casting strange shadows—and tried to remember Gianni's directions. Through the gallery, past the library, down the stone stairs. The gallery she remembered. The library she would have to find.

Her footsteps echoed too loudly. She tried to walk more softly, but the stone floors amplified every sound. Twice she thought she heard other footsteps, matching her rhythm, but when she stopped, the sounds stopped too. Just echoes. Just the Castello playing tricks.

The gallery looked different at night. The paintings were dark shapes on darker walls, the landscapes reduced to suggestions and shadows. But the group portrait—Julian's Millennium Harvest—seemed to glow faintly in the moonlight. Elara paused before it, studying the ghost in the composition. The missing seventh person.

Ask about the butterfly, Gianni's note had said.

The butterfly belonged to the seventh friend, Donna Rosa had whispered.

And Isabella wore it now, twenty years later.

Elara thought about the ledger page tucked in her portfolio upstairs: Giuliana Marchesi - September 15, 2005 - Departed. The word underlined three times, as if whoever wrote it couldn't quite believe it.

She moved past the portrait, through a doorway that opened into what had to be the library. Even in darkness, she could smell it—old paper, leather bindings, the particular must of books that had been breathing the same air for centuries. Shelves climbed to the ceiling, and a rolling ladder stood in one corner like a skeletal sentry.

Beyond the library, a narrower passage. The temperature dropped. The stone walls here were bare, unplastered, weeping with condensation. Elara's breath misted in the flashlight beam.

And then she found the stairs.

They descended in a tight spiral, each step worn concave in the center. Gianni had been right—she needed the cardigan. The air grew colder with each step, pressing against her skin like a damp cloth. Twenty steps. Thirty. The stairs seemed to go down forever, burrowing into the earth beneath the Castello.

At the bottom, a door. Iron-banded oak, handle black with age. It wasn't locked.

The chapel was smaller than she'd expected, barely large enough to hold twenty people standing shoulder to shoulder. But it was older than the villa above—much older. The walls were rough stone, the vaulted ceiling so low that Elara could touch it if she reached up. Two narrow windows, more like arrow slits, let in threads of moonlight. And on the eastern wall, barely visible in the darkness, she could make out the shape of the fresco.

Elara's hands were shaking as she searched for a light switch. Her fingers found a cord hanging from the ceiling—old-fashioned, predating electricity. She pulled it, and overhead, a bare bulb flickered to life.

The fresco stole her breath.

It was a Last Supper, executed in the style of the mid-sixteenth century—rougher than Leonardo's, more provincial, but powerful in its directness. Christ sat at the center, surrounded by his apostles, the perspective slightly flattened in the medieval manner. The colors, even beneath centuries of grime and candle smoke, were remarkable: deep blues and earth reds, touches of gold leaf that still caught the light.

But something was wrong with it.

Elara stepped closer, her trained eye picking out the inconsistencies. The composition was unbalanced. There, to the right of Christ—the plaster was slightly different, newer than the surrounding area. Someone had repaired it, perhaps in the last fifty years. But why? The repair was clumsy, disrupting the flow of the original work.

She pulled out her phone, photographing the fresco from different angles despite the cracked screen. Then she dug in her cardigan pocket for the small magnifying glass she always carried—a jeweler's loupe that hung on a chain around her neck.

Up close, the repair became more obvious. The plaster was smoother, less textured. The paint sat differently on it, as if applied over a harder surface. And beneath the newer paint, she could see traces of something else—marks in the plaster, deliberate grooves that suggested...

A face.

Elara's pulse quickened. She adjusted the angle of her loupe, trying to catch the light better. Yes—there had been another figure here, painted over. Not just painted over, but physically removed. Someone had chiseled away a section of the original fresco and filled it in with new plaster, then crudely repainted the scene to hide the absence.

In a Last Supper, you removed one of the disciples.

Or you removed someone who shouldn't have been there in the first place.

"Curious, isn't it?"

Elara spun around. Dr. Aris stood in the doorway, still wearing his suit from dinner, though he'd loosened his burgundy tie. His face was unreadable in the harsh light of the single bulb.

"I'm sorry," Elara said, her heart hammering. "I couldn't sleep. I wanted to see—"

"The fresco. Yes. I assumed as much." He entered the chapel, moving with that same careful precision. "I'm an insomniac myself. Occupational hazard. You spend thirty years listening to other people's nightmares, you develop a few of your own."

Elara tried to place herself between Dr. Aris and the door, but the chapel was too small. She was trapped.

"You found it, then," he said, nodding toward the repaired section. "The absence."

"Someone removed part of the original painting."

"Someone. Yes." Dr. Aris moved closer to the fresco, studying it with clinical detachment. "Do you know what's interesting about absences, Elara? They're often more revealing than presences. A gap in a conversation. A pause in a heartbeat. A figure removed from a painting." He turned to look at her. "Or a face you can't remember."

"I don't understand—"

"Your prosopagnosia. You experience absence constantly. A room full of people, and you can't recall their faces. They could be anyone. They could be no one. It must be terrifying."

"It's just a neurological condition—"

"There's no 'just' about neurology." Dr. Aris's smile was thin. "The brain is who we are. Change the brain, change the person. Remove a face from memory, remove identity itself." He gestured at the fresco. "Whoever was painted here—whoever was removed—they were erased. Not just from the painting, but from the story. From history. As if they never existed."

Elara thought about the ledger entry. Departed. "Giuliana," she said.

Dr. Aris's expression didn't change, but something shifted in his posture—a slight stiffening, like prey scenting a predator. "So you've heard the name."

"At dinner. And... someone left me a note."

"A note." He repeated it as if testing the word for poison. "Who?"

"I don't know. It was anonymous."

"Of course it was." Dr. Aris moved closer to her, close enough that she could smell his cologne—something expensive and cold, like winter pine. "Let me give you some advice, Elara. Free of charge, from one professional to another. The Castello di Sangue keeps secrets. That's what it does. That's what it's for. And the people who try to uncover those secrets..." He trailed off, looking at the damaged fresco. "Well. They get painted over too."

"Is that a threat?"

"An observation. Based on years of studying human behavior." He checked his watch—an old Rolex, the gold worn dull. "It's late. Or early. You should return to your room. Lock your door. And tomorrow, when you begin work on this fresco, remember: some restorations reveal too much. Sometimes the grime and smoke and dirt—they're not covering up the art. They're protecting it."

He left before she could respond, his footsteps fading up the spiral stairs.

Elara stood alone in the chapel, the bare bulb casting harsh shadows across the damaged fresco. Her hands were shaking again, but not from cold. She pulled out her phone and tried once more to get a signal. Nothing.

She took more photographs of the repair work, documenting the inconsistencies in the plaster, the traces of the removed figure. Then she turned to examine the rest of the chapel. The floor was bare stone, worn smooth by centuries of knees. The altar was simple—a slab of dark marble with a faded altar cloth. And on the wall opposite the fresco, nearly hidden in shadow, was another painting.

It was much smaller, cruder—probably a later addition, maybe nineteenth century. It showed a woman in medieval dress, kneeling in prayer. Her face was beautiful but generic, the kind of anonymous sanctity that populated a thousand country churches. But around her neck, painted in careful detail, was a pendant.

A butterfly.

Elara stepped closer, her loupe focused on the pendant. The detail was remarkable for such a rough painting—each wing precisely rendered, the delicate antennae, even the tiny body. And in the corner of the painting, almost invisible unless you knew to look, was a date: 1505.

Five hundred and twenty-one years ago. The butterfly had been in the Castello for five centuries.

The butterfly belonged to the seventh friend, Donna Rosa had whispered.

But how could that be possible? Unless...

Elara's mind raced. The butterfly wasn't unique to Giuliana. It was a family heirloom, passed down through generations. And Isabella wore it now because—

Because she was family. Or because she'd taken it. Or because Giuliana had given it to her before she...

Departed.

A sound made Elara freeze. Footsteps on the stairs, descending. Not the careful, measured tread of Dr. Aris. These were heavier, faster, less controlled.

She looked around the chapel for somewhere to hide, but there was nowhere. The space was empty except for the altar and her own shadow, grotesquely elongated on the stone wall.

The footsteps reached the bottom of the stairs. The door handle turned.

Gianni entered, carrying an oil lantern. He stopped when he saw Elara, his pale eyes reflecting the lamplight like an animal's.

"You could not sleep either," he said. It wasn't a question.

"No."

He set the lantern on the altar, bathing the chapel in warmer, softer light. The fresco looked different now—gentler, the damaged section less obvious. "The Castello, it does not let people sleep. Too many ghosts."

"Do you believe in ghosts?"

"I believe in memory." Gianni moved to stand beside her, both of them looking at the Last Supper. "And memory is just another kind of ghost, yes? Something that was real once. Something that refuses to die."

Elara gestured at the repaired section. "Someone removed one of the figures. Recently. Maybe in the last twenty years."

"Twenty years," Gianni repeated. "That would be 2005. The Millennium Harvest." He spat on the floor—a startlingly crude gesture in the sacred space. "That was the year everything changed. Before, the Count and his friends, they came every summer. Loud, rich, young. After... silence."

"What happened?"

"What always happens when rich people play with lives." Gianni's voice was bitter. "Someone broke. Someone disappeared. And the rest, they pretended it never happened. They painted over it. They filled in the cracks. They—" He gestured at the fresco. "They removed the evidence."

"Giuliana Marchesi."

Gianni's jaw tightened. "You should not say that name. Not here. Not where he can hear."

"The Count?"

"The Castello." Gianni crossed himself, a quick, automatic gesture. "This place, it has ears. It has memory. And it does not forget what was done to her."

"What was done to her?"

But Gianni was already heading for the door, taking his lantern with him. "Restore the fresco, Signorina. Do your work. But do not dig too deep. Some things should stay buried. Some faces should stay in the plaster."

He left, and the chapel returned to the harsh light of the single bulb. Elara stood alone, looking at the damaged Last Supper, at the space where someone used to be.

She pulled out Gianni's note from her pocket, the ledger page with the circled name. Giuliana Marchesi - September 15, 2005 - Departed.

On impulse, she turned the page over again, looking at the penciled note: Ask about butterfly.

But now, in the harsh light, she could see something else. Faint marks beneath the pencil, as if someone had written something and then erased it. She held the paper close to the bulb, tilting it to catch the light.

Letters slowly revealed themselves, pressed into the paper like a ghost: She never left. She's still here.

Elara climbed the spiral stairs with the ledger page clutched in her hand. The erased message repeated in her mind: She never left. She's still here.

Still here. In the Castello? In the walls? In the fresco itself?

By the time she reached her room, the sky outside her window had turned from black to deep blue—that uncertain hour before dawn when the world holds its breath. She locked her door, wedged a chair under the handle for good measure, and sat on the bed with her portfolio open before her.

She had documentation to organize. Photographs of the fresco, notes about the repair work, observations about the composition. This was supposed to be a straightforward restoration job: clean the surface, stabilize any flaking paint, perhaps do some light inpainting where the pigments had faded. But someone had deliberately destroyed part of the original work. That changed everything.

In the art world, you didn't just restore over vandalism. You documented it, reported it, traced its history. You asked why.

Elara pulled out her laptop—bought used, held together with tape and hope—and tried once more to connect to the internet. Nothing. The Castello existed in a digital dead zone.

Fine. She would document everything locally, then upload it when she got back to civilization. She imported her phone photos, zooming in on the damaged section of the fresco. The removal had been violent—whoever did it had used a chisel or something similar, gouging deep into the plaster. Then they'd filled the gap with modern material, something that would never properly bond with the centuries-old substrate.

It was the work of an amateur. Or someone desperate.

She enhanced the images, adjusting contrast and brightness, looking for any trace of what had been removed. There—in one photo, taken at an angle with the overhead bulb casting raking light across the surface—she could see ghost marks in the original plaster. Grooves where a stylus had been pressed into the wet surface to outline the figure before painting.

These marks survived beneath the repair. They were faint, but they were there.

Elara traced them with her cursor, following the lines. A shoulder. An arm. The curve of a head tilted just so. And there, at what would have been the chest—a small circular mark. A pendant? The butterfly?

She needed better equipment. Tomorrow—today, technically—she would set up her lights, her camera, her tools. She would photograph every centimeter of that fresco under different wavelengths of light. Infrared sometimes revealed underdrawings invisible to the naked eye. Ultraviolet could show later additions, repairs, overpaint.

But more than that, she needed information. About Giuliana Marchesi. About what happened in September 2005. About why Isabella wore a dead woman's jewelry and why Lorenzo had gathered everyone together now, twenty years later.

For the reckoning, Julian had said.

A soft knock interrupted her thoughts.

Elara froze. It was barely five in the morning. Who would be knocking now?

"Signorina Vance?" A woman's voice, muffled by the door. Not Isabella's cool aristocratic tones, not Sophia's husky rasp. "It is Donna Rosa. I bring coffee."

Elara removed the chair and opened the door. Donna Rosa stood with a tray bearing a small espresso pot, a cup, and a plate of biscotti. The old woman's eyes were red-rimmed, as if she hadn't slept either.

"I saw your light," Donna Rosa said. "I thought you might need this."

"Thank you." Elara took the tray, the bitter smell of espresso cutting through her exhaustion. "Do you always work this early?"

"The Castello does not sleep, so I do not sleep." Donna Rosa peered past Elara into the room, her gaze settling on the open laptop displaying the enhanced photos of the fresco. "You found her, then. The missing one."

Elara set the tray on the desk, careful not to block the screen. "Did you know her? Giuliana?"

Donna Rosa crossed herself, the same automatic gesture Gianni had made in the chapel. "I knew her. Sweet girl. Too sweet for this place. Too trusting." She paused, her weathered hands clasping and unclasping. "I was the one who found the butterfly. After."

"After she left?"

"After she did not leave." Donna Rosa's voice dropped to a whisper. "The morning of September 16, 2005, I went to clean her room. The bed had not been slept in. Her clothes were still in the wardrobe. Her suitcase, her passport—everything was there. Everything except the girl and the butterfly she always wore."

Elara's mouth went dry. "Did you tell the Count?"

"Of course. The Count, he called the police. They came, they looked, they asked questions. But..." Donna Rosa shrugged, a gesture heavy with resignation. "The Count has influence. The police have families to feed. And young women, they run away sometimes, no? They disappear. They start new lives."

"Without their passports?"

"The Count said she must have had a second one. Or perhaps she did not go far. Perhaps she went to a convent, withdrew from the world. It happens." But the old woman's eyes said she believed none of it.

"And the butterfly?"

"I found it three days later. In the chapel, of all places. Tucked behind the altar, as if hidden. The chain was broken, like someone had torn it off." Donna Rosa's voice wavered. "I should have kept it safe. Should have given it to her family. But the Count, he said it belonged to the Castello. It was an heirloom from his family, lent to Giuliana because she admired it. So I gave it back to him."

"And now Isabella wears it."

"Yes. Since this reunion began, three days ago. Before that, I had not seen it in twenty years." Donna Rosa moved closer, her voice barely audible. "Be careful, Signorina. The Count, he asks you to restore the fresco. But I think he wants you to bury it deeper. To paint over what remains, so no one will ever know she was there."

"I won't do that."

"Then you are braver than you are wise." Donna Rosa turned to leave, then paused at the door. "One more thing. That morning—September 16—when I found Giuliana's room empty? The sheets were stained. Not blood. Red wine. A whole bottle spilled across the bed, like someone had been drinking and dropped it. Or like someone had staged a scene. The Millennium Harvest vintage, 2005. The Count's prize bottles. He was very angry about the waste."

She left before Elara could ask more questions.

Elara poured the espresso with shaking hands. The coffee was strong and bitter, shocking her system awake. She thought about wine stains on white sheets. About a butterfly with a broken chain. About a figure chiseled from a fresco and a woman who "departed" without her passport.

She never left. She's still here.

The sun was rising now, sending golden light across the vineyard. Elara watched the shadows retreat, revealing row upon row of vines heavy with nearly ripe grapes. Beautiful. Peaceful. Deceptive.

She needed to think clearly, to organize what she knew:

Facts:


	Giuliana Marchesi disappeared September 15/16, 2005

	Her belongings remained in her room

	The butterfly pendant was found in the chapel, chain broken

	Part of the chapel fresco was vandalized, a figure removed

	The repair was recent—possibly done around the same time as Giuliana's disappearance

	Isabella now wears the butterfly pendant

	Lorenzo has gathered the original group for a "reunion" twenty years later



Questions:


	What happened that night?

	Why was Giuliana removed from the fresco?

	Was she ever really in the fresco, or did someone add her later?

	If she was in the original sixteenth-century painting, that was impossible—she'd only been alive in 2005

	Unless the fresco itself had been repainted more recently than claimed



Elara returned to her laptop, zooming in on different sections of the Last Supper. Now that she knew what to look for, other inconsistencies emerged. The section showing Christ was clearly old—sixteenth century, without question. But the disciples? Some of them were painted in a style that was just slightly off. The brushwork was good, skilled even, but it had a practiced quality rather than the raw energy of Renaissance work.

Someone had repainted significant portions of this fresco. Possibly in the last fifty years.

And then someone had removed one of those newer figures.

A thought struck her. She pulled out her phone, scrolling through the photos she'd taken at dinner. There—she'd accidentally captured Julian in the background of a shot, his hands visible on the table. Long fingers, paint-stained despite his expensive watch. An architect, Lorenzo had said. But also an artist. The one who painted the Millennium Harvest portrait upstairs.

The one who had painted over a seventh figure in that portrait.

What if Julian hadn't just painted the portrait? What if he'd also worked on the fresco?

Elara's heart was racing now. She needed to see the fresco again in daylight, with proper equipment. She needed to test the pigments, date the different layers of paint. She needed—

A scream shattered the morning silence.

It came from somewhere below, echoing through the Castello's stone corridors. A woman's scream, raw with terror.

Elara ran to her door, yanked it open. Other doors were opening along the corridor. Julian emerged from a room down the hall, wearing pajama pants and an undershirt, his thick-framed glasses askew. "What the hell—"

Another scream, and now Elara could place it: coming from below, from the direction of the chapel.

She ran. Behind her, she heard Julian following, and other footsteps—more guests emerging, voices calling out in confusion and alarm. Down the stairs, through the gallery where the Millennium Harvest portrait watched with its incomplete cast of characters. Past the library, down the narrow passage toward the chapel stairs.

Sophia stood at the top of the spiral staircase, both hands pressed against the stone wall as if to keep herself from collapsing. She wore a silk robe over her nightclothes, and her face—Elara couldn't read facial expressions, but she could read body language—was rigid with shock.

"Don't go down there," Sophia said, her husky voice breaking. "Don't—"

But Elara was already descending, taking the steps two at a time. The chapel door stood open, morning light filtering weakly through the arrow-slit windows. And sprawled on the floor before the altar, one arm outstretched toward the fresco, was a body.

Luca. The driver. The server. Still wearing his formal evening clothes from the night before.

And around his neck, hung on its delicate gold chain, was the butterfly pendant.

Blood had pooled beneath his head, dark and thick, spreading across the ancient stone floor. His eyes were open, staring at the damaged fresco as if searching for something in the plaster. His lips were parted, and between them, Elara could see what looked like red wine staining his teeth and tongue.

The Millennium Harvest vintage, 2005. The same year Giuliana Marchesi had departed without her passport.

Footsteps thundered down the stairs behind her. Lorenzo pushed past, stopping short when he saw the body. For a moment, his controlled facade cracked—Elara saw his hands shake before he clenched them into fists.

"Everyone out," Lorenzo said, his voice sharp. "Now. Out of the chapel. No one touches anything."

But Elara was already kneeling beside the body, careful not to disturb the blood. She looked at the butterfly pendant around Luca's neck. The chain wasn't broken this time. Someone had placed it there deliberately, fastening it with care.

And pressed into Luca's outstretched palm, barely visible, was something white. Elara reached for it—

"I said don't touch anything!" Lorenzo grabbed her arm, pulling her back.

But she'd already seen what it was. A piece of plaster, freshly chipped from the fresco. And on its surface, faint but unmistakable, was the trace of a painted eye.

Someone had been digging into the repair work. Someone had been trying to uncover what had been hidden beneath.

And now that someone was dead.

The police arrived two hours later, sirens wailing up the cypress-lined drive like mechanical screams. Elara watched from her window as two Carabinieri vehicles parked in the courtyard, their blue lights flashing against the honey-colored stone.

Lorenzo had locked everyone in their rooms. "For your own safety," he'd said, his voice tight with control that barely masked rage or fear—Elara couldn't tell which. "Until the authorities arrive. No one leaves. No one speaks to anyone else."

But locks meant little in a four-hundred-year-old building. Elara could hear voices through the thick walls—Julian's nervous tenor from the room next door, arguing with someone. Isabella's cool tones drifting up from below. And once, footsteps in the corridor outside her door, stopping just beyond the threshold, waiting. Listening.

She'd pressed her ear to the wood but heard nothing except breathing. Slow, controlled breathing. Then the footsteps had moved away, fading into the Castello's labyrinth.

Now, watching the police spread through the grounds like a dark stain, Elara inventoried what she knew:

Luca had been found wearing the butterfly pendant that Isabella had worn at dinner. The pendant that had belonged to Giuliana Marchesi. The pendant that Donna Rosa had found in the chapel twenty years ago, its chain broken.

This time the chain wasn't broken. Someone had placed it around Luca's neck with care, almost reverently. A message? A warning? Or something else?

And the piece of plaster in his palm—freshly chipped from the fresco, bearing the trace of a painted eye. Had Luca been trying to uncover what lay beneath the repair? Or had someone else been digging, and Luca had interrupted them?

The wine staining his mouth and teeth suggested he'd been drinking the 2005 vintage. The same wine that had been spilled on Giuliana's bed sheets. The same wine Lorenzo had insisted they drink at dinner, despite the obvious tension it created.

Everything circled back to that year. The Millennium Harvest. September 2005.

A sharp knock on her door made her jump. "Signorina Vance? This is Maresciallo Ricci of the Carabinieri. I need to speak with you."

Elara opened the door to find a woman in her mid-forties, wearing the distinctive uniform of Italy's military police. She was shorter than Elara, compact and solid, with a no-nonsense expression and sharp eyes that missed nothing. Behind her stood a younger officer, holding a notebook.

"I am conducting interviews regarding the death of Luca Ferris," Maresciallo Ricci said. Her English was accented but precise. "You discovered the body?"

"I was the first one down the stairs. Sophia—Sophia Renzi—she was at the top, but I went into the chapel first."

"And you touched nothing?"

Elara hesitated. "I knelt beside him. I saw the plaster in his hand—"

"You touched the evidence?" Ricci's voice sharpened.

"No. I mean, I almost did, but Count Lorenzo stopped me."

Ricci exchanged a look with her subordinate. "I see. And before you discovered Signor Ferris, where were you?"

"In my room. I'd been up since about three—I went to the chapel earlier, around three-thirty, to examine the fresco I was hired to restore."

"Alone?"

"Yes. Well—no. Dr. Caruso came down while I was there. And then Gianni, the vineyard manager."

"What time did they arrive?"

Elara tried to remember. Time had felt fluid in the chapel, stretched and distorted. "Dr. Caruso came maybe fifteen minutes after I arrived. Gianni came later, after Dr. Caruso left. Maybe four-thirty? I'm not certain."

Ricci's pen moved across her notebook. "And Signor Ferris? Did you see him?"

"Not until this morning. The last time I saw him was at dinner, around nine o'clock last night."

"Wearing the butterfly pendant?"

"No. Isabella—Isabella Marchetti—was wearing it then."

Ricci's expression didn't change, but her pen paused. "Interesting. And how would you describe the mood at dinner?"

"Tense. There was an argument. Sophia left early, upset about something Count Lorenzo said. He wanted to serve wine from 2005—the Millennium Harvest vintage—and people reacted badly to that."

"Why?"

Elara chose her words carefully. "I'm not entirely sure. But I've learned that something happened here in 2005. A woman named Giuliana Marchesi disappeared. September 15th."

The pen stopped entirely now. Ricci looked up, her eyes sharp. "How do you know this?"

"Someone left me information. An old ledger page. And Donna Rosa—the housekeeper—she told me about it this morning."

"Who left you this information?"

"I don't know. It was in a crate of wine that Gianni brought to my room yesterday."

Ricci glanced at her subordinate. "Appuntalo." Make a note. She turned back to Elara. "This woman, Giuliana Marchesi. What else do you know about her?"

"She wore the butterfly pendant. The same one that was around Luca's neck this morning. After she disappeared, Donna Rosa found it in the chapel with the chain broken. Count Lorenzo said it was a family heirloom, but—" Elara paused. "I'm not sure that's true. There's a painting in the chapel, very old, showing a woman wearing the same butterfly. It's dated 1505."

Ricci's eyebrows rose fractionally. "Five hundred years old."

"Yes. So either it's a family heirloom as the Count said, or the butterfly in both paintings is coincidence, or—"

"Or there is more to this story than a simple disappearance." Ricci closed her notebook with a decisive snap. "Show me this chapel."

They descended the spiral stairs in silence. The morning sun was higher now, sending dusty beams through the arrow-slit windows. At the bottom, yellow police tape blocked the entrance to the chapel. Two officers stood guard, straightening when they saw Ricci.

"Maresciallo," one said, stepping aside.

The body had been removed, but the blood remained—a dark stain on the ancient stone. Someone had marked Luca's position with tape, his outstretched arm pointing toward the fresco like an accusation.

Ricci stood where Luca had fallen, looking up at the damaged Last Supper. "Which part was repaired?"

Elara pointed to the section to the right of Christ. "There. Someone chiseled away part of the original and filled it with new plaster. The work is crude, done by someone without training. And it's recent—within the last twenty years, certainly."

"Around the time of this woman's disappearance."

"Possibly." Elara moved closer to the fresco, careful not to step in the blood. "The damage is violent. Whoever removed this figure was angry or desperate. They didn't care about preserving the art."

"What was there before?"

"I don't know yet. But I found traces—stylus marks in the original plaster. I think I can reconstruct the outline." She pulled out her phone, showing Ricci the enhanced photos. "See? The ghost of a shoulder, an arm. And here—this circular mark at chest level. I think it was another butterfly."

Ricci studied the image. "So this figure in the fresco wore the same pendant as the woman who disappeared?"

"It's possible. Which means either Giuliana was somehow added to a sixteenth-century fresco—impossible—or the fresco itself is not as old as claimed. Someone repainted significant portions of it, adding new figures. And then later, someone removed one of those figures."

"Why?"

"That's what I'm trying to understand."

Ricci turned her attention to the small painting on the opposite wall—the medieval woman with the butterfly pendant. "And this? You said it's dated 1505?"

"Yes. You can see the date here, in the corner." Elara pointed. "So the butterfly has been associated with this place for centuries. But I don't know why, or what it means."

"Perhaps it is a family crest. Or a religious symbol."

"Butterflies typically represent transformation. Resurrection. The soul leaving the body." Elara's voice trailed off as she realized what she was saying.

Ricci's expression was grim. "Appropriate symbols for a murder scene."

"You think Luca was murdered?"

"I think a man does not accidentally strike his head hard enough to crack his skull, drink a bottle of wine that may or may not be poisoned, and place a valuable pendant around his own neck." Ricci photographed the fresco with her phone, then the medieval painting. "We will need to test the wine found in his system. And we will need to know who had access to the chapel last night."

"Everyone, probably. Lorenzo didn't lock us in our rooms until this morning."

"Then everyone is a suspect." Ricci headed for the stairs, gesturing for Elara to follow. "Including you, Signorina Vance."

"Me? I barely knew him. I only arrived yesterday."

"And yet you were in the chapel hours before the body was discovered. You were told about Giuliana Marchesi. You examined the damaged fresco." Ricci stopped on the stairs, turning to look back at Elara. "Perhaps too curious for a simple restoration artist, no?"

Elara felt her face flush. "I'm doing my job. When you restore a fresco, you need to understand its history, its context—"

"Or perhaps someone hired you specifically because of your condition." Ricci's eyes were shrewd. "Prosopagnosia. Face blindness. Very convenient if you need to claim you cannot identify someone. Very useful if you wish to protect a killer."

"That's absurd—"

"Is it?" Ricci resumed climbing. "Count Lorenzo is a wealthy man with powerful connections. He calls me this morning to report a tragic accident—a servant who drank too much vintage wine and fell in the chapel. But the scene tells a different story. So I ask myself: why does the Count invite a restoration artist with face blindness? Why now, after twenty years? Why bring his old friends together for a reunion that clearly causes distress?"
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