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Now this is not the end.

It is not even the beginning

of the end. But it is, perhaps

the end of the beginning.

—Winston Churchill
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We’d shaken the dust from the gowns the guys had left the three of us and slipped on our “medieval disguises,” as I called it, but there wasn’t a whole lot we could do for Dad. Even though I’d been wearing a man’s clothing, they were too small for him. 
“Yeah, that’s not gonna work out so great,” Lia said, staring at Dad’s T-shirt.
I looked him over, still not quite believing he was with us, alive. We’d buried him, laid flowers on his grave, and mourned him for seven—no, eight months now—and yet here he was, hands on hips, ready to take the lead in our family again. Like we’d never been gone. Which, for him, we hadn’t been.
From his perspective, we’d just grown up by a couple of years while he was at an afternoon’s dig.
Such was the nature of time travel.
His brown eyes flicked from me to Lia and back again, like he couldn’t quite believe his eyes either. In our luxurious gowns we looked more like women than teens, which had to be freaking him out all the more. He turned toward the walls of the Etruscan tomb. “Adri, this is amazing,” he said, reaching for the flashlight in his back pocket and taking in the frescoes, inch by inch. 
He’d always been that way. Preferring archeology you could slice and dice, control, over teens who were so…unpredictable.
Mom wrapped her arms around him and leaned her cheek against his back, closing her eyes. “Yes, it is.”
I held my breath and felt Lia still beside me, both of us staring at them. Mom and Dad. Together again. I swallowed hard around a lump in my throat and felt my eyes and nose begin to run.
He grinned over his shoulder at Mom when she didn’t let go. “What’s gotten into you, Adri?” He caught sight of us. We probably looked like we were seeing a ghost again. Literally. “Girls?”
I couldn’t bear to keep looking at him. Not if I was supposed to keep it together.
“I’ll tell you soon,” Mom said, reluctantly releasing her hold. “After we’re out of here.” She hadn’t quite figured out a way to tell him that we’d gone back in time to rescue him, before he was killed in an accident. Way before the accident. It would be hard enough to get him to believe we were time travelers, that he wasn’t living some sort of wild dream.
She leaned back and reluctantly let him go. “But first, we need to figure out what you can wear. Because Lia’s right—that isn’t gonna work.” She looked him up and down. He was in his archeologist’s uniform—a battered, old “I Left My Heart in Roma Antica” T-shirt, khaki cargo pants, and work boots. So handsome, with his broad shoulders and wavy hair—which I’d inherited, along with the big brown eyes and long lashes. My dad. Here. With us. I sniffed and swallowed hard, past the lump in my throat, trying to get my brain in gear. There were things to do, urgent things, if we were to keep him safe. And after losing him once, I wanted to do all I could not to lose him again.
“The boots might be okay,” I said, assessing. “We could tell them they’re Norman. As long as they don’t look too closely.”
“At least he isn’t wearing sneakers,” Lia said. She was crawling toward the entrance of the tomb, her bow hitched over her shoulder. 
“You’ll have to stash that flashlight, too,” I said, following Lia. “That would totally freak them out.” I reached down and picked up my broadsword, sliding it into the sheath on my back, then strapped onto my calf a leather dagger sheath, a seven-inch blade already in it.
“Adri,” Dad said blankly, “our children are arming themselves.”
“Trust me, it’s a good thing,” Mom said, picking up her staff.
“You’re kidding, right? And what are you doing with that?”
I didn’t wait for Mom’s answer. I crawled after Lia to the tomb’s entrance. It reminded me of an igloo, in a way, something Mom said she’d never seen in Etruscan tumuli architecture before. I tried to peek beyond Lia, see what season we’d landed in. How much time had passed? Did Marcello leave us our gowns three days…or three years ago?
Lia reached the end and peered outside, first in one direction, then the other.
“Go, Lia,” I growled, feeling as if I might burst from the anticipation. It was like landing at some exotic airport and being in the very back of a packed jumbo jet, unable to get out. I well remembered the last time we’d arrived in Marcello’s Toscana, how we’d run across them on the road to the castello, how he’d taken me in his arms and held me like he never wanted to let go…
“Lia, go!” I said.
She whipped backward and almost bumped her head into mine. “Hold on,” she whispered, staring at me with wild eyes. “Knights right outside, nine o’clock.”
I crouched next to her, and glanced back at Mom and Dad, right behind me. I lifted a finger to my lips and then closed my eyes, listening to the men draw nearer outside. They were talking, laughing, clearly not on alert.
Lia dared to peek at them and slowly pulled back into the relative dark of the tomb. “Fiorentini,” she mouthed. She eased her bow from her shoulder and slowly drew an arrow from the quiver at her back. There was little room for her to aim, but if we were discovered, it would at least buy us time. I slipped the dagger from my calf strap, rehearsing a likely scenario. She’d shoot the first man and come running out of the tomb, hopefully screaming, counting on surprise to work on our behalf. I’d follow behind and, with luck, cut down the second. I didn’t know if there were more, but that’d at least get us outside, give us a chance at making the tree line. 
Which was kinda important. Because if we didn’t escape the tomb right away, and the men called for reinforcements, it might very well become our own grave. Who were they? Paratore’s men? Fiorentini? What had happened?
My eyes settled on the limestone wall across from me, and for the first time, I saw more frescoes. Winged figures. In a row. They caught my attention because Mom always liked finding “Etruscan angels.” I patted her hand and nodded at them. I’d just noticed that interspersed among them were other figures—a Roman legionnaire, with his distinctive fringed helmet, and a Greek ruler, crowned with green laurel leaves, and what looked like a peasant—when I felt Lia tense beside me.
I could hear them more clearly now. Two of them, laughing and talking. Relaxed. Like they’d been on guard duty too long.
Enemy soldiers here in disputed territory, and in such a relaxed state, meant one of two things: either Castello Paratore or Castello Forelli was still in the wrong hands. Or both were.
I prayed that it was just Castello Paratore. That Marcello was nearby, not miles away in Siena or beyond. When we’d left, our guys had been about to retake this land again. But who knew how much time had gone by since then, what had transpired, how many battles had taken place… 
Marcello, Marcello…please be alive.
I prayed that we wouldn’t have to try and go back in time to save him as we had my dad. That he’d simply be here, waiting for me, opening his arms to me, kissing my cheeks and—
Lia sucked in her breath, and with one glance, I could see that they’d spotted her. They were moving from shock to suspicion, reaching for their swords, turning to call out—
She rolled out of the passageway—leaving me room to move at the same time—and shot the first man. I sent my dagger flying, but the second man saw it coming and ducked to the side. We both watched it go past, as if it was moving in slow motion, handle over blade, until it stuck in the tree trunk five feet beyond him. He looked back to me and pulled his sword from his side scabbard, growling in fury.
Hurriedly, I rolled outward too—easier than crawling in a gown—and pulled out my broadsword as I rose. Lia was aiming her arrow at the first of two other men now rushing in our direction. Above them, I could see the crimson flag flying from the parapets of Castello Paratore and knew immediately that my nemesis again resided there. Cosmo Paratore. Bile rose in my throat at the thought of seeing the murderous rage in his green eyes again.
But I had more pressing issues than Paratore. The knight approached me, studying my face as if I were a cobra, never looking away from me. He was about Marcello’s size, far bigger than I, and he eased a massive sword in a figure eight at his side, as if warming up. “Could it be?” he asked. “The Ladies Betarrini have returned?”
I ignored his question, knowing he was only trying to distract me with banter. I had to be ready for his first strike, and thought through how he might lunge or turn and pull the full weight of that sword down toward my shoulder.
“Gabriella, look out!” Dad cried in English behind me.
I turned just in time and sucked in my breath. The arrow came so close to my belly that I felt the feathers brush the thick embroidered thread of my gown. Then I heard the grunt of my adversary as it plunged into his gut. His sword tipped from his hand and dipped into the ground between us. He stared down at the shaft of the arrow, which had pierced his chainmail.
I looked back to see another arrow flying in my direction, and I ducked and rolled, army crawling as best I could toward a boulder that would give me some sort of protection. I surveyed our battlefield, wondering just how bad our situation was. Lia had turned her attention to the sniper above us, and Mom turned to face the two men who approached my parents, slowly turning her staff in her hand. Dad had picked up the dead knight’s sword but looked around at us like we were in the middle of some sort of terrible dream.
“Dad!” I screamed, seeing a knight almost upon him. “At the ready!” It was the command he’d used a thousand times with me, training me to fence with a far lighter blade. Instantly, he assumed the position, but I could tell he wasn’t mentally prepared. I remembered the first time I’d met the strike of one of these heavy medieval swords—how the force of it had so surprised me, how it had reverberated in a teeth-crunching, breath-stealing echo down my arm to my very spine.
Dad had just braced his back leg and brought up his sword when his attacker reached him. He narrowly blocked the second strike, moving as if he were still in his dream world. I shook my head. It would be seconds before the knight got the upper hand and cut him down.
“No way,” I muttered, pushing to my feet and running toward him. “I’m not losing him again.” I screamed a battle cry, hoping to distract the knight, but he was focused on my dad, driving him backward, one step at a time. With each clang of the swords, I could see he was getting closer to Dad’s neck.
I drove toward his attacker, holding my sword with both hands like a battering ram, ignoring two arrows that sang by me. But the Paratore knight caught sight of me and flung himself back from my father at the last second. He brought up his sword, nicking my arm. I cried out, feeling the warmth of blood as it flowed down my skin, beneath the wide sleeves of the gown.
My cry seemed to wake Dad from his stupor, and he lunged at the knight, driving him backward this time. Mom was there, then, clubbing the man from behind with her staff, sending him to his side and his sword skittering away. She reminded me again of some sort of freakin’ Viking queen, with her staff at an angle, her blond braid swinging, her legs askew, braced. 
When the knight groaned and then rolled, reaching for a dagger at his waist, Mom clubbed him again, knocking him out cold.
Yeah, that’s my mom, I thought in wonder and admiration.
Dad was looking from her to the unconscious knight, in shock again.
“Stay with us, Dad,” I said, touching his arm. “These guys play for keeps.”
“I see that,” he mumbled.
Lia sent another arrow flying through the brush above us.
“Did you get him?” I asked, searching the trees and bushes for the sniper again.
She shook her head. “I don’t think so.” She glanced toward me. “He might be headin’ home.”
My eyes moved to Castello Paratore and the hated crimson flag rolling in the cold breeze. For the moment, no other guards seemed aware we were here. We’d taken down six of them. Probably the patrol assigned to keep watch over this hill. “We gotta get outta here,” I said.
“Agreed,” Lia said, rising.
Mom was already pulling the chainmail off of the tallest knight. I knew what she was after. His clothes for Dad.
“Whoa. Mom,” Lia said, eyebrows raised.
“Hush now and help me,” Mom said, clearly in no mood for teasing. Lia bent to pull off his boots. Dad stood aside, still staring at us like he couldn’t believe this was all real.
“Help me lift him, Benedetto,” she said. “You need his shirt and trousers as well.”
“Are we truly in such a state that we need to rob a poor, dead fellow of his clothes?”
It had taken all of us a few days of being here to understand, to comprehend that we weren’t in some ongoing nightmare. Why would he be any different? Again, I caught myself way too entranced in watching Dad move, speak, think things through. We were on dangerous ground. If I didn’t keep it together, we might all soon be dead. More of our enemies might show up any sec.
Hunched over, I moved toward the last of the tumuli—the round-roofed Etruscan graves—and cautiously peered around a giant old oak. I could see the guards on the walls of Castello Paratore, her gates firmly closed. They seemed relaxed, not yet alerted to our arrival or the sounds of our battle. But then my eyes went to the hill above me, and I worried that the sniper was making his way to the castle right now, preparing to shout out his alarm.
We had a few minutes, as least. I hurried back, for the first time recognizing that it was winter. The trees and brush were barren. The question was, what winter? The winter following the autumn I left, making it now 1343? Or another year entirely? It was late afternoon; we’d soon be swallowed by the dark. It could be cold and wet in these high hills of Toscana. Higher up, farther east, it was even known to snow on occasion.
I hurried over to my family and the unconscious, bleeding knight, now in nothing but his breeches. “Let’s go,” I urged. “Dad can change when we’re someplace safe.”
“And where is that?” Dad muttered, grasping his bundle of stolen clothing more firmly.
“I’m hoping ahead, outside the next castle.” I reached down and picked up the fallen knight’s dagger. I’d already taken the pearl-handled dagger out of the tree trunk and resheathed it in my calf strap. “Here,” I said, handing it to Dad. “It’s good to have a backup.”
He took it from me, staring into my eyes as if I were some foreigner speaking a language he didn’t know. As if the medieval Italian wasn’t enough…his daughter was speaking a warrior dialect.
“Come on, Ben, trust us,” Mom said, taking his hand. She held the staff on her opposite shoulder. I moved in front to take the lead. Lia dropped back to keep an eye on our rear flank.
“When did you learn to wield that, Adri?” Dad asked, after a few minutes of walking.
“The last time we were here.”
“And why don’t I remember that?”
“You weren’t with us,” Mom hedged.
“You’ve never been interested in sparring before. I thought you were a pacifist.”
“I was. Until my daughters were fighting for their lives.”
He didn’t respond to that; perhaps he was considering what he’d just witnessed. We entered the woods to the south, those once claimed as Forelli territory. Was it back in the hands of the Sienese? I shivered and rubbed my arms, feeling the chill of the late afternoon as we slipped beneath the shadows of the forest.
We paused near where Marcello had allowed me to change into a gown the first time I arrived. I remembered the way his eyes had crinkled up at the corner in a mass of laugh lines when I emerged wearing it backward. I remembered the feel of his hands, calm and efficient, as he helped me button it up the back. I remembered his expression, so warm and intrigued…
Trust me when I say I’d never captured a guy’s attention from the start.
And no guy had ever so captured me.
Dad emerged, wearing his new clothes, wrinkling up his nose. “Do these guys ever shower?”
“Not as often as we’d like,” Mom said with a smile. She reached up and straightened his collar. “You might not smell so great, but you look hot.”
“Ewww, Mom,” Lia said. “We’re right here.”
“Cut me some slack,” Mom said under her breath to us so Dad couldn’t hear. “I’ve been without him for a while.”
“I know, I know,” Lia said, groaning.
I smiled and pushed forward. I’d only been away from Marcello for what—a half a day?—but I thought I knew a little of what she felt. I couldn’t wait to be reunited with him. To have him beside me, taking my hand in his, meeting my dad…
The idea of that brought me up short. But just for a second—Dad had to love Marcello. He had to.
I pushed forward, reaching the riverbed, the reeds dry and crackling in the breeze, the brush nothing but spires of stalks awaiting spring’s greening. After pausing a moment to listen and look for enemy patrols, I scurried across the rounded stones to the other side, my family right behind me. We watched for a few seconds, but no one seemed to be around.
The path eased onto the road, the road where last time, I had run across Marcello. But not this time. Three birds flitted around the giant, barren oaks above us, craning their necks to watch. Other than that, there was no sound other than the crunch of the rust-colored leaves beneath our feet.
I glanced back at Lia when we passed the boulder and trees where we’d taken shelter last time, worried that Marcello’s troops were enemies. We paused there now, catching our breath. Lia watched the road in one direction, and I watched the other.
Dad looked like he belonged in medieval Tuscany, with his long curls that brushed the edge of his collarless shirt. His olive skin and dark eyes were meant for this place, all earthy and wholesome and alive. I couldn’t help myself; I wrapped my arms around him and hugged him tight.
“Wow, what’s this for?” he asked.
“I’m just glad you’re here, Dad. With us.”
“Adri?”
I glanced at Mom; she was tearing up. “Later, Ben. I’ll tell you later.”
“O-kay,” he said slowly.
Lia looked over at us, her eyes filled with confusion. “Why aren’t they after us yet, Gabs?”
I shook my head. “Maybe you got the sniper and they haven’t found the guards at the tumuli yet.”
“But when they do—”
“Yeah, I know; we need to keep moving.” I turned and set the pace again for us, a steady clip. In half an hour, we reached the crossroads, and ten minutes later, I slowed, hunched down, and eased toward Castello Forelli, careful to remain hidden.
My breath caught when I saw the rebuilt walls and gates, the movement of guards at the top of the walls. Hoping, wishing, I half stood before Lia warned, “Gabi, get down.”
That was when I saw it. The long, white banner with the red cross on it, waving above Castello Forelli.
The Guelph cross.
Firenze’s symbol. Not Siena’s. Not Marcello’s.
The question was now, if Firenze still held Castello Forelli, where would I find Marcello?
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Lia pulled back on my arm, easing me farther into the brush, thoroughly hidden from the guards high above. 
I thought about what it was like when we’d left—hours before for us but apparently much longer for those here. I had so hoped that our men were on the verge of recapturing Castello Paratore and Castello Forelli. They’d had an opening…there were so many of our guys in this valley between the castles. Castello Forelli had been in shambles, her gate and front wall decimated. And now she was whole, repaired, stronger than ever. How long had that taken?
“How long have we been gone?” I asked Lia.
She read the fear in my eyes. Had we been gone years, decades? It’d be difficult to find out the date here. There were no newspapers, no computers, no watches, no cell phones keeping track of it. But we had to find out before we were too far from the tomb and our time tunnel. And yet if we were caught in enemy territory…I shuddered at the memory of being thrown into the cage in Firenze and hauled upward, left to die. How much worse would our punishment be this time?
“What if we try to make it to Signora Giannini’s?” Lia asked, referring to the vintner’s wife.
I frowned. It was maybe a few miles from here. But Siena was a good half a day’s journey. “If she’s alive.”
“If they are there, they’ll hide us, let us stay overnight,” Lia said.
She was right. We hardly had a choice but to go and see. I nodded once. “But let’s head over those hills. We’d be idiots to keep to the roads.”
“Good plan.”
I turned toward Mom and Dad. “We’ll go to a friend’s cottage to learn what has become of the Forellis—”
“And find out the date,” Lia put in.
“Do you think the Gianninis are still there? If this has become Fiorentini territory?” Mom asked.
I shrugged. “Do you have a better idea?” I glanced at the sun that was obscured by gray clouds. “I don’t think we can make Siena before nightfall.”
“Someone’s coming,” Dad said.
For the first time, I heard the rumble of horses’ hooves. “Patrol,” I growled. We eased farther into the forest, and took positions behind rocks and trees. The twelve men galloped past on the road, their eyes casually scanning the forest. On duty, but not yet on alert. Their demeanor oozed confidence—like men who’d been in control for a while, not threatened in the least. And their captain was one I recognized: one of Lord Paratore’s most trusted men. My eyes met Lia’s, remembering how Paratore had captured her, threatened to torture her. How he’d threatened me when he captured me the next time, leered at me. If Lord Greco hadn’t been in the mix…
A shiver ran down my back, and I looked around, feeling the chill of the woods overtake any sense of warmth. How far back had the Fiorentini pushed the Sienese? How long ago?
At the crossroads, we heard them divide and glimpsed one group heading toward Castello Paratore. Where were the others?
“With good luck, they’ll bypass the tumuli on the road below,” I said.
“With bad luck, they won’t,” Lia returned, “and they’ll find the dead knights we left behind.” And then the hunt will be on, I finished silently.
“We cannot be captured here,” Mom said.
“Let’s go, Gabi,” Lia said, moving out.
I shook my head. Going to Signora Giannini’s took us a couple miles deeper into enemy territory. It felt wrong. And yet we didn’t really have an option. We needed someone who owed us, someone we could count on. And the Gianninis were likely the closest thing we had.
We were about a quarter mile up the hill, having just found a deer path, when we heard the alarm bells of Castello Paratore.
Lia paused, glanced back at me, and then doubled her pace. They’d check the main roads first. But the bad part was that every enemy knight would now be on heightened alert, looking for us. Not us-us, necessarily. But anyone out of the ordinary. Anyone who would be capable of cutting down a patrol of knights. Luckily, their first thought would not be a family, especially a family with three women, dressed as nobility. Unless that sniper had escaped Lia’s return fire and reported back…
One option would be to take to the road and pretend we were just travelers heading from one city to the other. But it’d be odd for us to be on the move without horses or supplies. And if just one person recognized us—
Best to stick to the deer path, I thought with a shudder. Besides, there were more places for us to hide in the woods, should they broaden their search. It would take us much longer to reach the Gianninis, but it’d be safer.
We reached the other side of the hills a couple of hours later. While my parents and I rested, Lia moved ahead of us, scouting the area. My stomach rumbled with hunger, and I knew we were all in some serious need of water. Please let us spend the night with the Gianninis, I found myself praying. Please, please. The sky was growing thick with gray clouds. The last thing we needed was to be caught out in the rain.
“So…why exactly did you want to come back here?” Dad asked, sitting on a mossy rock and picking a dried weed apart with his fingers. “Why not stay in our Toscana, where people aren’t out to kill us?” He glowered over at me.
“So…right. This isn’t the best situation,” I admitted. “But it’ll get better. I just need to find out where Marcello is.”
“Who’s Marcello?”
“The guy she’s in love with,” Mom said.
Dad’s mouth dropped open and he looked over at her. In his mind, I was still about fifteen years old, not almost eighteen. Not that three years would make a huge difference to a dad.
“So we’re here because of some teenage infatuation—”
“Not infatuation, Dad. Love.”
His mouth clamped shut.
“Lia, too,” Mom said. “She’s on the verge, anyway.”
“I don’t know if I’d call it love yet—” I said, seeing the alarm in Dad’s eyes.
“And that…that’s okay with you?” Dad asked, staring at Mom.
She stared back at him, a rueful expression in her eyes. “They’re pretty amazing young men, Ben. I think you’ll like them.”
“And…they couldn’t find amazing young men back in our own time?”
“Probably,” she said with a nod. “I mean, I’ve seen you noticing. Our daughters have become young women.”
“Yeah, about that. I can’t figure out how—”
She reached out and caught his hand. “Sweetheart, the biggest thing I discovered, last time I was here, was that I didn’t want to be anywhere without our girls. I discovered I’d been missing them for a long time. And I don’t want to miss them again. Just like I don’t want to miss you.”
He dragged his eyes from Mom to me. “You could take us back?” he asked us. “Leave us in our own time?”
“Maybe,” I said carefully. I looked to Mom, wondering when she would explain.
“Ben…” she said, hesitating, her light brown eyebrows furrowed.
He remained still, waiting.
“The reason the girls are so different, so grown up, the reason you weren’t with us the last time we came, is because we came back in time to save you.”
“Save me.”
“Save you.” She bit her lip, obviously choosing her words. “About eight months ago”—she paused, choking up, then she cleared her throat and went on—“you were in a terrible accident. On a road near our excavation site. It was mid-December—we’d come during the girls’ vacation—and it was raining.”
He shook his head. “Did I get a concussion? Because I don’t remember that. We’ve never come to Toscana in the winter—”
“You don’t remember it because you haven’t yet lived it.” She looked up to the gray clouds, and I saw that her skin was about the same color. “A farmer came around the bend in the narrow road, about the same time you did, and you swerved to miss him. You were killed instantly.”
He straightened. “Killed,” he said dully.
“We buried you, Dad,” I said, my voice cracking. Tears immediately welled in my eyes. 
“And then, the following summer, we found the new tumuli site, up on that hill,” Mom said, gesturing back behind us. “And within Tomb Two, the girls discovered the time tunnel. They went back, came here, without me. Then returned. I went with them that second time. And then we knew we had to try a third trip—to try to save you.”
“You came back for me,” he said, his tone numb. “And it worked.”
“Yes. But what I don’t know is if we can ever go back now,” Mom said. “We’ve seen that we’re modifying history, by being here. Castello Forelli—in our own time, it was in ruins. But when we returned for you, it was whole, a tourist attraction. So…buildings can be saved. History can be changed to some extent. But a life, once gone…Can that be changed too?”
“We could go back, to right before…” He couldn’t seem to make himself say it. “Not even come to Tuscany that Christmas.”
“If we can get to that year,” I said. “There’s a fair amount of luck involved.”
“Or is your time done, then, regardless of where you are?” Mom asked. “Will you meet some accident on a Colorado highway instead of a Tuscan road?”
“But the same logic could be applied here, Adri. If my time is up, then will I die here? Some arrow find my gut? A knight cut me down?”
I shuddered. “I hope not. But don’t you think…Dad, we think we might have a better chance here, in this time, to see you live. Don’t you see? We’ll never have to face that horrible day in our lifetimes. Not if we’re here in the fourteenth century.”
He studied me, then Mom. “So, then, we just give up our lives as we know it? Everything we’ve worked so hard to accomplish, gain?”
“Would that be so terrible?” Mom asked in a whisper, reaching out to touch his thigh. “Benedetto…you don’t know what it was like, seeing you, dead.” She swallowed hard. “Living life without you. Pushing forward, knowing my best friend was gone forever.” Her big eyes grew teary, and Dad wrapped a hand around the back of her neck. “This place, Ben, that time tunnel has given us a second chance. Maybe we’re meant to be here, all together. Meant to discover life anew, as a family.”
“I wasn’t convinced at all either, Dad,” Lia said, rejoining us. “But trust me, this place, this time, grows on you.”
I smiled at her, then nodded in the direction she’d just walked from. “What’d you see?”
“We’re about a quarter mile from the Gianninis’,” she said, pointing northward. “Let’s stay to the woods, though. There are Fiorentini patrols on the road.”

      [image: image-placeholder]We waited until it got darker before we dared leave the woods and head down to the Giannini cottage. I remembered the last time we had been there, when Signore Giannini had returned home so ill with the plague. I wondered again if they were all dead and gone by now. Or had he recovered, as Luca had, before any of the rest got it?
As the rain began to fall, we hurried down the back path, and I knocked on the door. Lia stood behind me, arrow drawn but hidden, in case an enemy answered.
Signore Giannini came to the door, and I inhaled in relief. Friends, at last.
“M’ladies,” he said with a gasp, looking as though he was going to pass out at the sight of me and Lia. His eyes moved beyond us, to our parents. “Entrate, sbrigatevi,” he added, entreating us to come in quickly. He stared toward the empty road for a long moment before closing the door. “What are you doing here? ’Tis not safe!”
Inside, Signora Giannini immediately set to bustling around us, handing us lengths of cloth to dry our hair, sending children to the fire to fetch us cups of warm stew. I introduced my parents to the family, noting that the kids looked like they’d grown an inch or two. Had it been a year? Three?
“We have been away since the great battle,” I said. “We escaped and went home for a time and came back to find Firenze had retaken these lands. Our friends at Castello Forelli are long gone. Pray, tell us what has transpired.”
“Why did you not go directly to Siena?” he pressed with a grumble, as the children gave us our cups of hearty stew. “It would have been far safer. And without horses? Guards? Do you not know what could happen to you—or to us, for hiding you?”
I stared back at him. “Trust me when I say we had no other choice.”
“Siena owes you a great deal,” he said with a slow nod. “And as a loyalist, I do too. We lost this edge of the border, and the castellos, but we held a great deal. Most credit the Ladies Betarrini and Lord Forelli and his men for accomplishing that.”
My heart pounded at the sound of the Forelli name on his lips. “Lord Forelli—do you speak of Marcello?”
He nodded, once. “Lord Fortino has long languished in Firenze’s prison.”
I paused, absorbing his words. Fortino in prison? Still? No. It’s not possible… “How long?” I asked.
“Since the battle ended, more than a year ago now.”
I glanced at Lia and Mom. A year ago. It’d been autumn when we left. It was winter now, so I figured we’d returned about fifteen months later. Fifteen months! Had Marcello given up on me?
“Fortino still lives?”
He shook his head gently. “I have not heard a report in some time, but we hear very little in the country.”
“Especially on this side of the border,” his wife added.
I sighed. Fortino had been in such poor shape when we last saw him—beaten and bloody—how could he have survived more than a year in prison?
“Lord Marcello has been given the title in Lord Fortino’s absence and made one of the Nine.”
“One of the Nine?” Lia asked in wonder. “He’s in Siena?”
“As we speak,” Signore Giannini said. “He resides in Lord Rossi’s palazzo.” He stared at me, still clearly wondering why we hadn’t gone there first.
“And the Rossis?” I asked. “What became of them?”
“Tried for treason and hanged at the city gates,” he said with satisfaction. “Every last one of them.”
I shuddered, thinking of Lady Romana, her father, and the rest of the family strung up. They deserved it, for their treachery. How many Sienese had died trying to turn back an attack the Rossis had helped orchestrate? Hundreds? Thousands? But still, I had known them. Eaten with them, conversed with them…slept in their house. And poor Fortino. He’d almost married Romana, seemed to genuinely care for her. What damage had that heartache done to his battle for life?
We each finished our stew but refused more, conscious that we were taking the family’s only food.
“You can sleep here tonight,” Signore Giannini said. “But I must insist you be gone before daybreak.”
“What would happen if we were discovered here?” Dad asked.
Our host looked at him as if he were crazy. “We had to swear our allegiance to Firenze in order to keep our farm. My family and I would die if they knew of our betrayal,” he said. “And the man who found you would be very rich. The bounty for the Ladies Betarrini has been set for more than any other in my lifetime.”
“A price on your heads,” Dad muttered under his breath in English. “Just what we needed.”
Lia smiled. “Don’t worry,” she said lowly. “We’re used to it.”
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The Gianninis managed to borrow a neighbor’s horse and gave us their own, too. Although Lia and I rode an ancient nag with a sway back and the other carried our parents, we made good time; by noon, we were about halfway to Siena. 
As the forest thinned and the road widened, I got more and more excited about seeing Marcello. “He remains your own,” Signora Giannini had said. “Long has he pined for you, even while he draws the eye of many eligible young women. Hasten to him,” she said, patting my cheeks. “He will be beside himself with joy.”
I intended to. In fact, I continually fought the urge to break our horse into a full-on gallop. We’d just turned the bend when we saw twenty-four men on horseback, coming our way. “Good guys?” Dad asked.
“They have to be, this far in,” I said, hoping my tone conveyed more confidence than I felt. After all, it had been right about here that we’d once been ambushed on the road to Siena. “If they were Fiorentini, they’d hardly be so bold.”
We pulled up and waited for the men. In minutes, they were before us, their horses prancing on the muddy road. “State your name and business,” demanded the captain, his brown eyes snapping from one of us to the next.
“We are the Betarrini family, on our way to see Lord Forelli,” Dad said, just as we’d rehearsed it.
The younger man beside the captain let his mouth drop open, then abruptly closed it. They shared a glance and he nodded once. “They are who they say they are. I saw them more than a year ago at a ball.” His eyes traveled up and down me, then across Lia, obviously thinking we didn’t look nearly as hot as we had then. And we weren’t riding sidesaddle, causing many men to crane their heads for another look.
“We shall escort you to Lord Forelli,” the captain said. “While these roads have remained safe for some time, Marcello would have our heads if any harm came to you.”
My eyes met his. “You know Marcello?”
He smiled, and I saw a cute gap between his front teeth. “Since we were boys,” he said with a nod. “I am Captain Anselmo Palmucci. This is my brother, Alessio,” he said, looking to the younger man beside him. 
“I am Lady Gabriella Betarrini.” I went on to introduce my sister and parents. Then we moved out, with Captain Palmucci and his brother flanking me and my sister, and others protected my parents. An extra mount was found for my sister and mother.
“’Tis hardly appropriate,” said Captain Palmucci, “for any of the Ladies Betarrini to travel on anything less than a fine mount.” He frowned at me still atop the sway-backed mare. But easing their load allowed our horses to make better time. Once we were settled, I’d ask Marcello how to safely return our borrowed mounts back to their owners.
“We have been gone for some time,” I said. “We gained word my father was alive—not dead, as we had presumed—and we were blessed to find him. Tell me, what has transpired for Siena in the last year?”
“We turned the Fiorentini back in the great battle, but, as I assume you know, we lost both Castello Forelli and Castello Paratore, as well as another outpost on our northwest border. Since then, there have been skirmishes here and there but no further battle.” He shrugged his shoulders. “They taunt us; we taunt them. But it is all bravado, an effort to keep the enemy in line.”
“And…Lord Fortino Forelli? What word have you about him?”
Captain Palmucci hesitated and then heaved a sigh. “He remains imprisoned. The Fiorentini have been most vile in their treatment of him, but as of a month ago, he still lived.”
I swallowed hard. I remembered well the Fiorentini pelting me with rotten fruit as I entered the city, the cold, shivering nights in the cage, and how all those men tried to kill us as we exited. How much worse had Fortino suffered? How much more could he tolerate, given his once-weakened health? The last time we were here, such continuous trauma would have sent him into asthmatic fits.
“Marcello must have plans to free him,” I said.
“He has tried every diplomatic road possible.”
I stared hard at him. Diplomatic, right. But by now, Marcello had to be thinking of something more Tough Guy. Like storming the city. The problem was that Firenze seemed to have twice the men Siena had. Hand to hand, our soldiers could be easily turned back. We needed a diversion to draw them out…or gain a way in.
I thought of Lord Greco, the man who had both imprisoned and freed me, and how his tat matched Marcello’s—they were clearly a part of some sort of brotherhood. My eyes slid over to Captain Palmucci. Was he one of them too?
“Tell me, Captain Palmucci,” I said, “how is it that your brother was at that ball in Siena, but not you?”
“I was otherwise occupied, working on Siena’s behalf,” he said with a sly smile. “If I hadn’t been, nothing could have kept me from a celebration that boasted the Ladies Betarrini as guests.”
I smiled. Man, I loved ancient Toscana. Every guy I met liked flirting with me. If I wasn’t so into Marcello, I could definitely get used to being a popular girl—something I’d never had a chance to do in Colorado, in my own time.
In a few hours we started to glimpse Siena—peeking through the valleys, then hidden behind hills, then visible again. Her high, red stone walls and tiled roofs served as the foundation for the white and black marble cathedral and bell tower. I fought the urge to break away from our orderly group and gallop up and into the city. I knew the way, didn’t I? Through the winding streets to the great piazza, Il Campo, and at its edge, the old Rossi palace?
I forced myself to wait, to not raise alarms at the gate. Marcello, I’m here. Can you feel me? So strong was our connection that I almost believed we shared some sort of sixth sense about each other. I knew it was silly but I couldn’t help wondering…
An hour later, we finally entered the gates, and we could hear people shouting, spreading the news that the Ladies Betarrini had returned. By the time we reached Via di Banchi, we were mobbed, people shouting and reaching out to touch our skirts and our legs, to pat our horses. If it wasn’t for our escorts, I thought we might very well have been stopped in place for hours.
Captain Palmucci and his brother led the way, ordering people to stand aside, forcing their way forward and tugging on our horses to follow. Lia, Mom, and I smiled as we reached out to touch the people’s hands, feeling very much like princesses receiving our public. Dad just stared in openmouthed wonder at the spectacle of it all. I was sure it all must still seem like a crazy dream to him. Hadn’t it felt that way for me the first time I arrived?
But not this time. Now it felt like all of life was enhanced—the colors more vibrant, the sounds more clear in my ears, the smell of baking bread more heavenly…Mothers even passed us their babies to give them kisses and grinned from ear to ear when we did so. No, if this was a dream, I never wanted to wake up.
“It appears Lord Forelli has gained word of your arrival,” Captain Palmucci said, all deadpan over his shoulder. I looked beyond him and grinned. Marcello was there with Luca and two other men in gold tunics, making his way to us.
I laughed when I saw them, feeling a surge of joy send shivers down my neck and arms. Lia reached out and squeezed my hand. She was grinning too.
When they at last neared, Captain Palmucci said, “M’lord, I found these fine folk on the road from Castello Forelli.”
“I’m grateful to you, friend,” Marcello said, barely pausing to clasp hands with him before coming alongside my mare. The people pushed backward, giving us a little room, a pocket of space. “M’lady,” he said, reaching up to clasp my waist and searching my face like he was trying to make sure I was real. I leaned down to hold his shoulders, and he helped me to the ground. “Gabriella, how glad I am to see you. I so feared—”
“Shh,” I said, reaching up to touch his lips. “I’m here now. And I was never far, not in my heart.”
He pulled my fingers into his and then kissed them once, my palm twice, all while gazing down into my eyes. I threw my arms around his neck, and he kissed me then, ignoring propriety. Longingly, pressing me close. The people cheered and laughed.
A man coughed beside me. And then I knew. Dad.
I looked up quickly to confirm my hunch. Great. This could be…awkward.
“Dad…uh, Papà, this is Lord Marcello Forelli.”
Marcello’s eyes widened in surprise as they moved from me to my dad and back again. “Your…f-father?” My waist suddenly felt cold at the absence of his warm hands.
“I shall explain later,” I said hurriedly to him. “But yes. This is…uh, Lord Benedetto Betarrini.”
Marcello bowed deeply and then, keeping his head tucked in deference, said, “M’lord, I am so pleased to make your acquaintance. And I humbly ask for your forgiveness over my most forward manner with your daughter.”
Dad frowned and crossed his arms, ridiculously proud of himself, totally milking the moment. If I wasn’t so happy he was alive, I would’ve killed him.
“I think I like this guy,” he whispered to me at long last. Then he reached out an arm to clasp Marcello’s, and they looked into each other’s eyes, silently communicating.
Oh, brother, I thought, fighting the urge to roll my eyes. “Papà, have you made the acquaintance yet of Marcello’s cousin, Luca Forelli?”
Okay, I was being totally evil, but I wanted the Protective Father Heat off my back. Dad’s eyes followed mine to Lia, who was standing with Luca and Mom. He immediately turned and went toward them.
Marcello and I shared a small smile as he took my hand in his, and we edged closer to each other again. “Ah, my love,” he said, “how I’ve missed you.”
“Forgive me my absence, m’lord.”
“All is well, now that you are once again home. Come,” he said, placing my hand on his arm. We stepped forward, gliding over the cobblestones toward Palazzo Rossi, now, he informed me, called Palazzo Forelli.
The crowd parted before us, people pressing back into others to make way for us as we walked side by side. Women held their hands over their mouths, tearing up, and men smiled broadly. There was one thing the Italians loved more than family and God, and that was love. And I knew that for Siena, my love for Marcello, and his for me, had already been spoken of for months. Signora Giannini had hinted at it; Captain Palmucci’s reaction to our presence had confirmed it. And now, the people made it undeniable.
I glanced over my shoulder and saw that Luca and Lia were directly behind us, with Mom and Dad behind them. “Good to have you back, m’lady,” Luca said, cocking his head and quirking a smile.
“Me? Or my sister, Sir Luca?”
He grinned down at Lia. “Both of you. Marcello and I have been lonely, pacing the den, looking for our She-Wolves.”
I smiled up at Marcello, and he smiled too. “A fair assessment,” he said.
“But it appears you have had much to occupy your attention, m’lord,” I said. “I hear you’ve been made one of the Nine.”
“Largely due to you.”
“To me?”
“To you. Had it not been for your…diversion during the battle, it is likely that Siena would have suffered far greater casualties. They’d breached the gates and were only narrowly held back. Had the reinforcements that you detained arrived, Siena may well have been overcome.”
“I was more concerned with drawing them away from you than the city,” I said lowly.
“I understood that. But you accomplished both. The city found herself more grateful than ever to you, your sister, and mother. And after the treachery of Lord Rossi, the Nine found they were short a man. They graciously elected me.”
“I always thought you were more the soldier than the politician.”
“I have discovered,” he said, nodding toward the open, fortified door of the palazzo. “There seem to be advantages to both.”
I smiled and entered, noting the fresh coat of whitewash on the plaster walls. We climbed the stairs and entered the main hall, where there were finely carved chairs and settees scattered about, as well as a blazing fire in the old stone hearth.
Marcello shared a word with a servant, who left, presumably to fetch refreshments. Seeing that I had moved to the flame, he asked, “Are you cold, beloved?”
“Only a chill from the road, m’lord.”
He turned, and with a pull of his head, servants brought chairs over to us by the fire. In seconds, we were settled on them, woolen blankets spread across our laps, trays of hard salami, soft cheese, and crusty bread delivered, goblets of watered wine poured. The servants disappeared, closing the doors behind them.
Only we six remained in the cavernous hall—my family, Luca, and Marcello.
“Was it quite difficult, returning?” Marcello asked, leaning forward.
“Nay,” I said. “It only took us some time to locate my father.”
His eyes moved over to my parents and then he shook his head. “’Tis a miracle.”
“Indeed,” Mom said, taking Dad’s hand.
“That is why you left? To try and save him?” His eyes searched mine, and I saw the traces of torture within them, the waiting, the wondering.
I covered his hand with mine. “It was our only escape, the tunnel,” I said. “But yes, the chance to save my father…we could do nothing else.” I studied him, silently begging him to understand, to forgive me for leaving him again. Hadn’t he himself suggested it?
He gave me the small, tender smile I loved so, his eyes warm like melted chocolate. “So your story shall be that you were away, searching for your father in Normandy—”
“Britannia. Let’s make it Britannia,” Dad put in.
“Britannia,” Marcello said easily. “We’ve told some that you originally hailed from that far north—in case rumors spread that English is your alternative language—but that you spent some time in Normandy. A bit farther apace will be a good thing. Already there are men in Normandy seeking you.”
“Us?” Lia said blankly.
“On behalf of the Nine,” Luca said. “We couldn’t very well stop them. They were bent on finding the She-Wolves of Siena and rewarding them further. Once again, you are considered the saviors of the battle.”
“In truth, Siena seems a bit lost without you. The Nine are only somewhat sufficient in keeping the tongues of gossips busy. The people need something more intriguing than us to do that,” he said, raising his goblet in a silent toast to us.
“Even better if one of the Nine is in love with one of the Ladies Betarrini,” Luca said with a grin.
Dad sat up a bit straighter in his chair.
“And his captain in love with another,” Marcello said.
Luca cast a furtive eye in Dad’s direction, and his smile faded a little.
It made me and Lia and Mom grin. It’d take some time, but we were confident that Dad would come to admire Marcello and Luca as we had. Any other outcome was impossible to consider.
“When they find no trace of us in Normandy and return, will that cause difficulty?” Mom asked.
Marcello shrugged. “Normandy is a big land, is it not? And you are clearly merchants, constantly on the move. We can explain it away.”
“Because you are one of the Nine now,” I said, narrowing my eyes at him.
“That aids my authority to quell rumors,” he admitted.
“But being one of the Nine does not make him God,” Luca said. “We need to know what we should say to those who heard that Lord Betarrini was thought dead.”
We all looked toward Dad. “I could be Lady Betarrini’s second husband,” he said.
“Nay,” Mom said. “You are my first and only.” She looked to the rest of us. “Can we not simply elaborate on what Gabi said? We thought him dead but then learned he was still alive?”
“We’re merchants, yes?” I said. “What if his ship was lost at sea? But then he was found on a remote island? Surely that’s happened many times…”
Marcello and Luca were nodding. “Yes, that could work.”
“So, Dad, where were you shipwrecked?” I asked. “Tell us, so that we might all remember the same tale.”
He smiled and leaned his elbows on his thighs, his hands clasped beneath his chin. “I believe it was somewhere far away, a place where few could ever verify my tale, and fewer would voyage to inquire.” 
The other men nodded again, pleased that he understood what they were after. 
“It was an uninhabited isle off the coast of Africa, a few miles from where I had ventured to expand our trade in spices,” Dad continued.
“Uninhabited,” I said. “Most convenient.”
“Indeed,” he said. “And I awaited rescue for long months—”
“Before you were rescued and made the long journey home. I think that would make our timelines match up. We were reunited in Britannia and began our journey, just narrowly beating the snows in the mountains.”
“Months and months on the island. Existing on nothing but coconuts and bananas,” Dad said with a smile.
“Coconuts? Bananas?” Marcello asked.
“Coconuts,” Dad said. “A fruit with a bark-like covering, hard shell, and inside, a sweet, white flesh and milk you can drink.”
“Sounds like food of the gods,” Luca said.
“It is, in a way.”
“What of ba—?”
“Bananas. A tube-like fruit that also grows in clusters from palm-like trees. They ripen from green to yellow, and you peel them. The fruit inside is soft.”
“So soft you can mash it and feed it to babies,” I said.
“Wondrous,” Marcello said. “So then you were reunited six months ago and began your journey here.”
I nodded. “But we stayed in inns and in large cities, conscious to keep our identity hidden, in case there were any Fiorentini loyalists hunting us too.”
“Making it impossible to track your journey, in case anyone decides to verify your story.” He smiled at me and my family in admiration. “I must say, you are most excellent at spinning a tall tale.”
“Only if it allows us to live a free and honest life here,” Dad said, a tinge too sternly. Okay, Dad, ease up on the whole honor front…
Marcello’s smile faded. “Of course.”
“What of your brother, Marcello?” I asked carefully. “Is there any news of Fortino?”
“Too little.” His big, brown eyes moved to the fire, as if he could see his brother’s image in the flames. In the fifteen months he’d been here without me, he and Luca had filled out—become more men than the boys they had been. He shook his head a little, and his curly ponytail edged over one shoulder. I shifted in my seat, wishing we could be alone. I wanted to kiss away his sorrow, his fear.
He’d dealt with more than a year without me, wondering if I would ever return. He’d lost his father and could not free his brother from his Fiorentini prison. He’d lost his home—not that this palace was too shabby—but it wasn’t home. He was more of a man of the woods than a man of the city. And to know your brother was hurting, maybe even dying—who could really relax and enjoy any part of their life with that going on in their head?
I leaned forward and took Marcello’s hand. “So…how are we going to get him back?”
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Mom spent all day in a room, hidden away, trying to teach Dad the dances we’d be expected to lead after the celebration feast tonight. Their distraction was welcome—giving me hours with Marcello and Lia hours with Luca. We took a stroll along the city wall, finding it too difficult to maneuver along the crowded streets full of well-wishers. Up top, we had to contend only with grinning guards who raised playful eyebrows in our direction. 
We paused at the highest point of the wall, where it descended to a valley and looked out for miles over brown, winter-dormant hills. “Gabriella,” Marcello said, turning to me. He took my hand in both of his and stared into my eyes. “Tell me you shall not leave me again.”
“I shall do all I can to never leave you again,” I said, as much as I could promise.
His look told me that he understood, but wished he could press for more.
“I do not know if leaving is even an option,” I said. “If we go back, would my dad die en route? Would we lose him all over again?”
“You could halt your journey before his death,” he said reluctantly. “As you did to bring him here.”
“And what? Go back to freshman year with a seventeen-year-old’s body? Run the risk of running into a younger version of myself?” I shuddered. “No way,” I muttered in English.
“Freshman year?” he asked.
“A modern-day nightmare I don’t
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