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        My romantic hero, also an architect, though not exactly a swashbuckling, motorcycle-riding one like Guillermo.

        Thank you for your steadfast love and support, for believing in me the writer, and for indulging my desire for travel, especially to Italy, where we both can get our fill of art and architecture.
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      Religion. Rebellion. Sex. It had the makings of a best-seller. Clio hummed and danced her fingers on the steering wheel of her new Fiat 500 as she zoomed along Strada Provinciale 88. Everything in her dreary, fettered life was about to change.

      A line of twisted cypress trees stood at attention along the crest of a nearby ridge. Like the statues of her beloved Italian saints, they kept watch over the neatly mown fields that rolled down the slope toward her. Maybe they were watching over her, too.

      Clio was tortured by doubts that her ideas would gel in time for the critical meeting tonight, at which she must, she must, persuade Dr. Jovi that she was ready. If she failed, he would refuse to extend her deadline in the morning - again. If he did that, she would find herself cut loose, without an advisor, without an office or a sponsor, without a Ph.D., and forever without the approval of her patient but demanding academic parents.

      Some people would be critical of Clio's need, at twenty-seven years of age, to please her mother and father. Those people had never met her parents.

      She was out of time.

      Until she'd seen the little statue of Saint Clare of the Cross at the Franciscan Monastery this afternoon, Clio despaired of ever having the clarity of vision to complete her thesis. Oh - she'd come up with a half-baked theory that had sustained her research for the past three years. But Saint Clare had convinced her that she really was onto something, and that would give her the passion and drive to write her final dissertation. Passion. Ecstasy. Bliss.

      She laughed out loud. How ironic. She needed passion to complete her thesis about passion.

      Long shadows snaked across the green hillside as the early evening sun dipped lower in the Tuscan sky. She would be back in the city within the hour, and still have time to freshen up and go over her notes and sketches before her eight o'clock dinner appointment with Dr. Jovi.

      Nevertheless, Clio pressed a little harder on the gas pedal, and leaned into a long curve in the road, thrilled at how smooth and responsive her new car was to her command. The gift from Father was clearly meant as an incentive, and she would make sure he received her long overdue thanks - in the form of graduation, at long last.

      Then, free from his prescriptions for her education and her career, she could finally decide how she wanted to live her life.

      A pair of headlights flashed over the rise in the dimming light up ahead, and Clio slowed a little, prepared to pass another vehicle on the narrow winding road. The other car took shape suddenly in the gloom, larger than hers. Waves of loud music rolled toward her, punctuated by sharp shouts and laughter. Her pulse kicked. They weren't slowing or pulling to the side, the maniacs. Some young idiots, probably drinking.

      Clio gripped the steering wheel tighter, and seconds later they were upon her, hogging the centre of the road. There was no room.

      She veered sharply to the right as the car hurtled past with inches to spare. Violent grinding and metallic screeching ripped the air as her wheels slammed into the low barrier at the side of the road. The steering wheel tore from her grip. Her car was hurled up like a stone from a catapult.

      Everything blurred. Light and dark flashed. The seatbelt jerked her hard against the seat. Air whooshed from her lungs. Squeals. Crunches. Thuds. The world quaked. Sharp pain shot through her head. Dark and silence enveloped her. Music and shouts echoed in her head, a sickening counterpoint to the terrible drumbeat of her heart.
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        * * *

      

      Guillermo didn't mind riding out to Pia's farm for the weekend, though he was certain he'd have more fun if he'd stayed in Florence and taken Teresa or Patrizia out for wining and dining, followed by a little after-dark gymnastics. Or Teresa and Patrizia. Now there was a thought that warmed him. He shimmied on his seat to adjust his suddenly tight bike leathers, the powerful engine of his Ducati Multistrada vibrating between his legs.

      A dark car whizzed past him on the empty road, nearly knocking him over with the sheer turbulence of its draft, loud music blaring. Faccia di merda.

      He was positive he'd have more fun if he were at liberty to ride for the sheer joy of it, with no destination. There was nothing he loved more than a fast ride on his bike through the rolling Tuscan countryside, or failing that, in his Alpha Romeo convertible, the wind in his face, his blood thrumming. Nothing made him feel more free and alive.

      But duty called. Bianca was uncharacteristically hysterical when she'd called this afternoon, and he was genuinely concerned about his little sister. She was also nearly incoherent, sobbing and ranting something about their eldest brother Jacopo. His calls to Jacopo went unanswered, not surprisingly, since his big-shot politician of a brother was always in a meeting or press conference.

      A phone call to his older sister Pia for answers resulted only in an invitation to join her and Paulo for the weekend. She'd been evasive, and said she'd explain when he arrived. And so he'd dropped everything and raced out of the city after work.

      For as much as he loved freedom and speed and good times, he loved his family more. And though the knowledge often felt like a heavy yoke around his neck, he knew he'd do anything for them, even if it killed him.
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      Clio awoke to her own moaning. Her head throbbed with pain. She cracked opened her eyes. Slowly her surroundings took shape. She swiveled her head around, and it swayed on her neck. Oh, so dizzy. Dark green light outside, as though she were in a dense jungle. Her head was so heavy. Above her, the collapsing air bags hung from the steering wheel and dash, her hands flopped over her head. What? Why–?

      She was upside down, still strapped into her seat, hanging at an awkward angle. The whole car was flipped over. She must have blacked out. It was murky dark. Her head hurt like hell, but that was all she could feel at the moment. Panic surged through her. I have to get out.

      The front windshield was cracked, glinting blue shards. She groped for her seatbelt, grabbed it like a sling, and popped the latch.

      Flailing, she collapsed in a twisted pile on the canvas roof. It bowed like a hammock under her. Sharp pain. Cold water soaked through her clothing. She shuddered. Ominously, displaced water seeped through the smashed windshield.

      She scrambled upright and shouldered one door, then the other. Crumpled and wedged tightly against the edges of the ditch, they wouldn't budge. She was trapped. Her pulse tripled. Out, she had to get out.

      Beyond the cracked windshield, dense thick-bladed grasses pressed against the car. Or rushes.

      Think, think. She sat back and swallowed thickly. She'd have to go down to get out. A small tear gave her a start. She jabbed two fingers through, gripped the loose flap. Pulled. Rrriiippp. A larger fistful of canvas. She yanked again. Rrriiippp. And again. More water, and mud, and rushes poked up and bent over, dense as a rug beneath her. Icy water seeped over the edges of the hole. The blades were thick and sharp as knives. I have to get through there.

      When there was a hole big enough to fit through, she lowered one foot into the tangled wet mess, shivering. Below the roof, her foot sunk knee deep into water and mud. It sucked at her sandal. She crouched down, lay on her stomach, shivering, and poked her head outside, under the car roof. Oh, my God! It was tight. And dark. She'd drown in a foot of water. If she lay flat, she could pull herself out on the surface of the rushes, and avoid sinking. Not far. Just past the trunk. Please, please, please let me get through without getting stuck.

      She gripped handfuls of rushes and pulled herself forward, inch by inch, pressing her face against her sleeve, praying she didn't sink. The rushes sliced her hands, but she gritted her teeth against the pain. Keep going. Hand over hand. She squeezed under the car, just barely, on the flattened bed of rushes and mud. The roof scraped her back. Rushes scratched at her arms and legs, and the cold water soaked through to her skin. She had to go on.
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        * * *

      

      Guillermo was getting close now. No more than another kilometer to Villa Cittadini. I wonder what Pia and Anna have conjured for dinner?

      As he crested a rise, a dark shape loomed in the shadows of the drainage ditch up ahead. A flash of red. And something moving. What the hell?

      What is that?

      He pulled back on the gas as he neared. Stronzo! A Fiat was overturned in the ditch, having rolled over the low metal barrier and wedged in against an earth berm, bridging the gap. Someone crawled among waist high rushes in the ditch, then stood and flagged him down.

      He decelerated and pulled to the side of the road to see if he could help.
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        * * *

      

      Her pulse raced every inch of the way, but in moments she felt the space open up, and the rounded edge of the metal car frame curve away above her head and shoulders. Lifting her head, she opened her eyes, and sucked in a lung full of air. I made it. Slipping back, water and mud rushed into her mouth. "Agh!" Gasping, spitting, coughing, she yanked once more and pushed up, free of the dense rushes. Parting the blades with her hands, she shimmied out and placed her feet down, awkwardly tottering to a standing position on the rough squishy surface.

      Her feet sank into the mud and water between the rushes, but she was free. She was alive and free. Her chest swelled with relief.

      Just then she saw a light flash and arc overhead. She glanced up. It was nearly dark now. A headlight up ahead, approaching. Clio waved her arms over her head and shouted. "Stop! Oh please stop!" Whoever it was, was already slowing. Thank God. She was saved.

      A motorcycle roared to the margin of the road and stopped. The engine quit and the headlight went out. Then it came back on again. Beyond the bright, blinding light, the dark silhouette of the rider strode toward her.

      "Stai bene?" A deep rumble as he cleared his throat, and spoke with a deep voice.

      "Em. I…um." A man in motorcycle leathers stood on the edge of the pavement, his helmet held casually in one hand. Her heart kicked against her ribs. Thank God someone's here.

      "Scusami? Signiora? Sei tu ferita?" His face was shadowed.

      She took a mental inventory of her body. "N-no. I don't think so. Nothing serious."

      A tremor shook her from head to toe, as much from shock as from the cold wet that had begun to seep into her flesh. It was a miracle she had got out alive. Her heart kicked again, an echo of the terror she felt those first few terrible seconds when time stopped and she flew through the air.

      "Ah. You are English-a? You are okay?" He spoke in strongly accented English.

      Clio stared at him. "I understood. I speak Italian," she answered in Italian. He stood aggressively, feet apart, and she cringed inwardly. He wasn't exactly the rescuer she had imagined. But at least he was someone who could help her. If she didn't get out of here soon she'd get hypothermia standing here all night in wet clothes. She moved to climb out of the ditch, but her feet wouldn't budge. She'd sunk into the soupy mud like wet cement.

      "Ah, bene. What happened here? You lose control?"

      She shook her head. "Some bastards drove me off the road. I swerved to avoid a head-on and flipped over the barrier. As you see." She gazed at what remained of her new car. Father would kill her. Shit.

      "Si. Drunks?" He nodded.

      "Maybe. Probably. They were shouting and driving very fast. With loud music."

      Again she tugged on one leg, and then the other with more force. But they wouldn't move. She tried to wiggle her ankles, but more of the icy water and muck seeped in between the soles of her bare feet and her sandals. Even if she could inch her legs out, the sandals were never coming.

      Now what?

      "Tsk." He scraped a hand over his shadowed jaw, mumbling curses. "Figli di puttana."

      "Yes. That's exactly what I thought. "

      What a disaster. Her field trip to the little chapel at the Franciscan Monastery seemed like ages ago, rather than just the couple of traumatic hours that had passed, the blissful expression on the face of the statue of Saint Clare of the Cross a fading memory. Saint Clare! Panic rose within her as the setting sun flared. Dr. Jovi would be so angry– he would give up on her. She had to call him right away. But her phone was…gone.

      "Have you got a cell phone?"
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        * * *

      

      Oh, merda. He forgot she could understand him. She spoke very good Italian, for an Englishwoman. No, not English. Wrong accent. American, perhaps.

      Guillermo gazed at the wrecked Fiat. No way that was going anywhere. He pulled out his cellular and dialed the emergency number.

      "Can I use your cell phone? Per favor?" She gazed at him, two large bright eyes peering out from her muddy face.

      "I've got it." He held up a hand while he waited to be put through and looked her over. A wet lump. Her hair hung like a brown, mud-caked club down her back. Her face was mud-splattered. Not an attractive sight. But her wet summer clothing clung to her, making it perfectly clear she was female, though she seemed oblivious to the transparency of her shirt, or she would be screening the sight from his curious eyes instead of clasping herself across the middle, trembling. Hardened nipples pressed against wet cotton. His groin tightened in reflex. Stupido. Pazzo. Turn it off once in a while! Only the failing light saved her from indecency. Not the time to be noticing. Instead, he saw that she shivered, from shock or cold, or both.

      "Emergenza."

      "No, no," she protested.

      What? Was she crazy?

      "C'è un'auto in un fosso sulla Strada Provinciale 88."

      At last. Guillermo gave their approximate location and explained what happened, requesting assistance.

      "It will be an hour, minimum, to send a car. The tow truck will take even longer."

      Guillermo ground his teeth. An hour! He didn't have time for this, but he couldn't very well leave the poor woman stranded. She hunched, shivering and wringing her hands. "A tow truck won't do it. It'll need a flatbed with a crane,” he said.

      "Never mind the car," she moaned, and Guillermo scowled at her in confusion.

      "Oh. Like that," the dispatcher continued. "Hmm. Perhaps it could stay until tomorrow? The driver, eh...could you help...?"

      Guillermo sucked air, pushing back his sleeve to check the time. He was late already. Pia would hold dinner, but she'd fret whether he called or not. "I will take her with me and keep her comfortable. The car is totaled, I'm certain. I'll be nearby, at a farm, at Villa Cittadini, if you want to call for details."

      The dispatcher agreed, and he left his cellular number. Wonderful. Wonderful. The wet, dirty woman was now Guillermo's responsibility, convenient or not.

      "Bene. Let's go. I'll take you somewhere warm."

      "That's very kind, but I can't damned well move!"

      "What?"

      "I'm stuck... in the mud."

      He groaned. This misadventure would ruin his bike leathers and his evening, but she was helpless. "Give me your hands."

      She lifted her filthy hands, and he cringed inwardly, reaching for them. Her fingers were long and thin, but sturdy. He gripped tightly and pulled, and she promptly fell to her knees with a wail of despair.

      "Eh. Sorry. You really are stuck."

      "You think I'm joking?" Her cross voice was muffled, face down as she was. He felt a surge of angry irritation flame through him. Then he realized she had, in fact, crawled out of the wreck through the ditch after a terrible trauma. Not so passive. In fact he felt a flash of admiration that she was still standing.

      He stepped tentatively down the side of the ditch, careful to stand on the solid banks to avoid sinking into the mud. He shrugged off his leather jacket and, wincing, draped it over her shivering shoulders. Hooking one arm under hers and wrapping it around her ribs, he hauled up. She hardly budged.

      Stronzo! He slipped further down the slope with a splash, and icy cold swamp water trickled into his boot. He jerked his leg forward, straddling the ditch in a wider stance, bracing himself like an iron bridge.

      "Okay, I'm going to grab you from behind and pull." He did just that as he took hold of her torso, his arms nestling around her ribcage. She was both firm and soft, lean around the middle, and quite tall, he realized, once she was pressed up against him. His body responded to the sensation, though his mind reminded him that he couldn't even see her under the covering of mud, in the gathering dusk. Focus!

      He tugged against the resistance of her planted feet. And heaved. And hauled, applying steady pressure. He grunted with the effort. Little by little he released her from the grasping mud, until her bare muddy feet flew up and out, and they both tumbled against the side of the embankment, crushing the reeds. "Ungh!" She drove the air from his lungs as she landed on top of his chest. Cold water filled his boots. Cazzo!

      "My shoes!" she cried, though her feet were bare.
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      Despite her protests, the biker would not leave her, and he wouldn't agree to wait for the emergency vehicle to arrive. Neither would he lend her his cell phone. He seemed tense and jumpy, as though he couldn't stand still for a moment. He was convinced they might not come at all so late on a Saturday night in this remote area, since there were no major injuries.

      "Come. Let's get going."

      She hesitated. Clio was so very, very cold. Rigid with her shivering.

      She needed to get home to Florence for her meeting. And also to download her photos and write up her thoughts about the little statue at the Monastery before the impressions faded. Time was short.

      "What time is it? I have an appointment in Firenze."

      He ignored her, moving toward his bike. "We must get you clean and warm first."

      "But I need…" She looked down. Of course she would have to get cleaned up first.

      He rummaged in his pannier and handed her a t-shirt, and she considered changing into it, even in front of a stranger. Instead she used it to wipe her hands and face, and mop her sopping head. He handed her his helmet.

      "Wait!" Reality slammed her hard as she remembered her precious things. "I can't leave my car!"

      "It will be towed to Montecchiello tomorrow. They will contact me and you can sort it out later."

      "But I…"

      "There is no point in staying here. You can get cleaned up and I will drive you there, or back to Florence if you prefer."

      Oh, thank goodness. Hopefully she would get back in time for her appointment. "But my research..."

      "Research?"

      "I can't leave my research things. My laptop. Camera. Sketchbook. They're in the trunk. I need them, and I'm not leaving without them. My future literally depends on them."

      "Hah. Bene." He went to his bike, opened another compartment and pulled out a tool. A small crowbar of some kind, and marched back into the ditch, straddling it once more, and poised the tool above the inverted trunk hatch. His bike leathers stretching across his very handsome lean legs and taut backside distracted her, until he lifted the tool to her trunk.

      "What are you doing? You'll break it!"

      He looked at her in such a way that clearly spoke of her poor Fiat's fate. Her heart sank. Her beautiful little car. Ruined. Finished. "Signorina. Relax. All I am doing is tickling her fanny a little." His white teeth flashed in the weak moonlight. "She will open for me in just a moment."

      As if to prove him right, one jerk and the hatch popped and swung open like a flower blooming.

      "They can't get wet!" she cautioned, lunging forward, hands outstretched.

      He deftly caught her bags as they tumbled out.

      Once they had stowed her belongings in his saddlebag, he mounted his bike. "Hurry, Signorina…"

      "Clio. Clio Sinclair McBeal."

      "Clio. I'm Guillermo. Hop on and hold tight." He held his helmet out toward her. A deep rumble ripped the quiet night air as he started it up, and the warm, fuel-tinged air reached her nostrils.

      "I...oh. I couldn't get on that."

      He sighed. "Clio. You have no choice." He swept a hand in an arc around the empty landscape as evidence.

      She rubbed her cold arms, hugging herself. He was right. It wouldn't be safe to stay alone in the dark on the side of the road. Reluctantly, she donned the helmet and flung a leg over the seat behind him. He reached behind and grabbed her cold arms, planting them firmly at his sides.

      He grasped the handlebars and gunned the engine, then pulled out. "You are going the wrong way," she shouted over the noise. "Montecchiello is back there!"

      "Later, later. I told you first we must go to Pia's."

      She had no idea who Pia was, and barely the strength to pound her fist on his leather clad back as they picked up speed. "Firenze!"

      She couldn't make out his shouted answer, but his shoulder-length dark hair swept back and forth as he shook his head, no. It was too late to argue so she hung on tight.

      Then they were flying through the night air at an alarming speed. If she weren't so miserable, it might have been thrilling. But Clio was so cold and numb, she hardly noticed the ride. She couldn't say how far they rode, but it seemed both an eternity and an instant before they turned into a long gravel drive between stone gateposts and climbed a hill through an allée of pine and cypress trees.

      It was full dark. She couldn't see clearly through the helmet's visor. She simply became aware that they were no longer moving, the steady vibration and dull roar between her legs had finally ceased. He sat upright, slid off the bike, hopping on one leg. He stood looking at her, then reached forward and pulled the helmet from her head with a slow, steady tug. She daren't even think about the horror of her muddy hair. His dark curls were a wild tangle from the wind.

      "Where are we?" Her teeth chattered.

      "Come. You are cold." He turned and led the way toward a dark edifice with a dimly glowing entry portico and warm light streaming from several tall windows onto the courtyard. She hobbled after him, the gravel of the drive biting into the bare soles of her feet.

      The moment they approached the door, it flew open, and a flood of golden light, raised voices and barking dogs spilled out into the night.

      "Memmo! Memmo! There you are. Why didn't you call?"

      They were swept into a large rectangular hall with a high, coffered ceiling. A beautiful, curvaceous dark-haired woman was embracing and kissing the biker– Guillermo– with exclamations of delight and distress. A tall, quiet, neatly groomed man hovered in the background, closing the door against the cool night. Clio stood rigidly. Sconces on the smooth plastered walls flickered, shadows dancing. A large dog, no two, scrambled around them, bumping against her legs.

      The tall man spoke a quiet word and the dogs followed him out of the room, leaving behind a somewhat calmer atmosphere.

      "Pia, this is Signora… Clio, eh... Mc-a...scuzi, but I have forgotten your name already," said Guillermo, hunching slightly in a deprecating fashion, peering closely at her.

      "Oh! Clio. Clio Sinclair McBeal." Clio gathered her wits and her manners, and wiping her hand on her trousers, which did nothing to rid her of dirt, thrust it toward the woman.

      "Pia Cittadini. It is my pleasure to make your acquaintance, Signora Sinclair." She shook Clio's hand, ignoring the dirt and damp, smiling. She exuded warmth and comfort, and Clio felt the cold stiffness of their wet ride draining away.

      "I apologize for my... my appearance. I'm afraid–"

      "Pia. Pia, cara. I found this lady in a ditch. Her car was upside down. It's a wonder she is alive."

      "My dear, how terrible. Are you not hurt at all? It is a blessing. How uncomfortable you must be. Right away we will take care of this." Pia clasped Clio into her motherly embrace and swept her toward a staircase, propelling her upward. "Memo, make yourself at home, caro. We will wait with dinner until you are cleaned up. Tell Paulo. I will help Signora Sinclair. Si?"

      "I'm so sorry to intrude. He... um, Guillermo, he said he would give me a ride back to Florence, or Montecchiello, to see about my car."

      "Si, si. Of course. But not like this. First you must be clean and warm and fed. Come."

      And she was carried away in a gust of warm wind like Il Maestrale.
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      Left alone in a beautiful guest suite, Clio finally let go of the tension that had held her together for the last couple of hours. Her body was stiff and achy. She couldn't remember the last time she'd been comfortable, and desperately wanted to be clean and dry. An attentive Pia led her to the ensuite bathroom and helped her strip off wet and filthy clothing, then whisked them away with the promise of prompt laundering.

      A hot shower beckoned. She had never been so chilled. They were right of course. She couldn't head back to town in this condition. She prayed Dr. Jovi would understand, though of course she must try to call him right away. He will be waiting for me.

      Once under the hot stream of water, she stood, numb, for a long time, allowing the heat to penetrate until her skin tingled, allowing the reality of her situation sink in. Eventually, she thawed both physically and emotionally, and the shock she'd been holding at bay ripped through her in waves. She began to shake, and as heat suffused her cold limbs, the hot tears rose up and escaped. She cried and cried and cried until she was simply standing in the stream of water hiccuping and gasping for breath.

      It was nothing. A stupid accident. It had been her misfortune to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. She knew it was shock. But still. She had nearly died. And her car was totaled. And her parents would be… she didn't know what. Furious, though it could not be her fault that any of this had happened, they would find words to make her feel responsible. She felt guilty already, as though she could hear the disapproval in their voices. See their stern faces.

      What a contrast to her warm welcome here. She gathered that the woman, Pia, was Guillermo's sister. The tall quiet man, her husband. Guillermo had been heading here for dinner, she supposed.

      How fortunate for her that he had happened by, and so late, when most people likely had arrived at their Saturday evening destinations. Already sitting down to dinner. He seemed a pleasant man, helpful and generous, certainly well-loved, though perhaps a bit domineering and impatient. That was typical, she had observed, of Latin men. Not an especially endearing trait.

      A melancholy wave rippled through her. Regret? How did she ever end up in her own family, always feeling like a misfit? How lovely it would be to come home to such a warm welcome. To know that you were loved, and even if you arrived late, wet, and dirty with a stranger in tow, that you would be accepted with warm and loving arms. That your trials would be fretted over and accommodated instead of criticized.

      She helped herself to lavender scented shampoo and soap, and gingerly cleaned the mud from her hair and scraped skin. "Ow." She winced as her fingers slid over a huge bump on her forehead.

      A familiar hunger ate at her, a desire to feel loved and accepted, to feather a nest and build a loving family of her own. She wondered for the millionth time whether she would ever find her "one great love." She laughed silently at the literary pleonasm. But the years marched on, she was twenty-seven, and still nothing much about her life had changed. She sighed. Perhaps once she'd finally completed her Ph.D. and settled into a secure teaching position somewhere, Father and Mother would be content to let her live her own quiet life. Perhaps then she would meet someone special.

      Her nostrils filled with the calming scent of lavender. Eventually, Clio became calm and relaxed and warm through and through, and despite the lovely sensual heat that embraced her tired body, began to feel self-conscious about the amount of hot water that she was consuming. She stepped out of the shower to find a pile of soft, fluffy blue towels awaiting her. She dried off, wringing out her long, tangled hair. The oval beveled mirror over the vanity was fogged, and she wiped a small window in the veil to see how she had faired from her ordeal.

      She already knew there were scrapes, bruises and scratches all over her body. Wounds she didn't feel in the aftermath of her accident, either because of shock, or because she was numb from the cold water, had been stinging and aching as she thawed in the hot water.

      Even in this, Pia had anticipated her needs, and left some antibiotic ointment and bandages on the vanity. Perhaps she had noticed some of Clio's scratches when she undressed. Clio's forehead had an angry red goose egg over one brow, slightly abraded. Her hands and elbows were scraped and bruised. Her shins were covered with long fine lashes, the result, she presumed, of crawling and wading through the rough reeds in the drainage ditch. What a mess.

      She carefully applied ointment and bandages to the worst of her wounds, painstakingly untangled her hair, and then peeked out of the bathroom door. The room was still and quiet, and seemed empty, so she wrapped a towel around her torso and ventured out, her bare feet warm against the cool, smooth floor. It was a beautiful room, with a timber ceiling. She brushed a palm over the lovely silky smooth pale yellow Venetian plaster on the walls. An iron four poster bed with a deep burgundy spread had lovely satin trimmed yellow brocade cushions arranged artfully at the headboard. Ochre-toned shutters covered a pair of tall narrow windows. This room, together with the entry foyer and stair she had seen, gave the impression of stately age, and she inhaled the perfume-scented musk of the ancient building. Clearly this was an older farmhouse, or villa with some pedigree, that had been lovingly restored.

      Glancing around, she at last noticed some clothing draped over a floral fabric chair, and a handwritten note sitting nearby on a wooden dresser.

      "I hope these fit. I think we are a similar size. Please come downstairs when you're ready. Pia."

      Clio looked at Pia's clothes. A long flowing skirt in a subtle green and tan paisley pattern. She touched the soft silk, her fingers tingling. Very pretty. Not the kind of thing she usually allowed herself to wear, but the fabric was deliciously beautiful and feminine. There were undergarments, too, clean and fresh. She tried on the pretty ecru lace bra. A tiny bit large, but flattering just the same. Then she donned a shear chiffon blouse in an exquisite pale sienna color with a floppy layered collar and low neckline, worrying that the layers of sheer lace and chiffon actually could be seen through.

      Clio appraised her image in the mirror over the antique dresser. She saw a person she hardly recognized, curvy and womanly. She swallowed, feeling a strange sensation in her stomach that matched the sensual sweep of the delicate fabrics on her clean skin. Rather fancy clothes for a dinner at home, but… well, what choice did she have? Hopefully her own sensible clothes would be clean for the ride home after dinner.

      The sound of footsteps echoed in the hall beyond the closed door. Oh, the phone. I must hurry.

      She combed her fingers through her thick wet hair, twisting it loosely and tying it with a self-knot. She had no tie, but it would stay, more or less in place, as it dried, because of its thickness and curl. It seemed incongruous, anyway, to braid it tightly when her clothing was so soft and pretty. But if she didn't restrain it, her hateful hair would expand into a giant ugly red cloud.

      She stood and reviewed the effect in the dresser mirror. Strangely feminine, a result she habitually tried to avoid. At least she was clean and dry. She smoothed down her uncomfortably girlish clothes and ludicrously tumescent hair and ventured downstairs.
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      No sooner had Guillermo entered the salon than his brother-in-law, Paulo, approached him with an indecipherable expression on his face and handed him a glass of vivid garnet-hued wine.

      Guillermo lifted the glass to his nose. "Eh? What's up, Paulo?" They had insisted he come for dinner this weekend, and after Bianca's oddly distressed phone call, he was anxious to know what was going on.

      Paulo sipped his wine, dipping his long aristocratic nose into his glass, and peering at Guillermo over the rim with a twinkle in his dark eyes. "First tell me what you think. Then tell me what you're up to, fratello."

      Guillermo shrugged and sipped. The intense flavors of wild dried cherry, plums, and forest fruit rolled over his tongue. Hints of spice, tobacco and warm earth. He swallowed and took a breath, letting the powerful tannins grab his palate. "Nice. Brunello ?"

      "Si. I'm playing with the oak, and the aging. This is just out of oak. It's a little experiment of mine."

      Guillermo nodded and took another sip, swishing and letting the bright ripe fruit flavors explode in his mouth. Paulo had real talent. He really would succeed in rebuilding the Cittadini Brunello di Montalcino family winery. Guillermo wished his own elder brother showed some interest in restoring the home farm and vineyard, but his political career precluded all of that.

      "Bene. Good work, fratello." This was a little joke between them, brothers by marriage. There had been a little rough patch, at the beginning, when Paulo and Pia first married. They were very different in temperament, Paulo staid and quiet to Guillermo's reckless and adventurous spirit. But now, they understood each other very well. They were two sides of the same coin, and tolerated… no, loved each other. Pia had chosen well. Guillermo was more comfortable with Paulo than with his own elder brother, Jacopo, who was more like Father, and not in a good way. Guillermo moved into the comfortable green salon and chose an arm chair, easing back.

      "Well?" said Paulo.

      "Well, what?"

      "Tell me the truth about this woman you brought. It's a spectacular ruse to bring a friend for the weekend, but you know it's not necessary. Your, eh, inamorata are always welcome, despite Pia's…" Paulo gestured vaguely, and they both understood what this meant. Pia's pinched faces, rolling eyes, earnest lectures about his love life, his choice of women, his future.

      Guillermo choked on a swallow, coughing. "Did you see her? You have to be kidding me."

      Paulo waited, eyebrows lifted, clearly convinced there was more to the story.

      "No, no. This is really just as I told you. I don't even know this woman. Besides she's too old, I think, and priggish. I'm not sure what she is, but certainly no inamorata of mine." He laughed softly. "You should know better, Paulo. I have high standards."

      Although none were known to stick around very long, Guillermo always had a glamorous, beautiful woman at his side. Women seemed to like him very much, so that had never been a challenge.

      Paulo laughed, "I do know, but seriously. You just rescued her? This doesn't seem like you."

      "Certainly it does, caro." Pia entered the room with a plate of antipasti in her hand, bending to offer it to Guillermo. He helped himself to some prosciutto and olives. She met his eye with a smile. "My little brother is most selfless and benevolent. A buon Samaritano." She brushed his long hair from his forehead as she had when he was small, carried the tray to her husband, and bent to kiss his mouth. Then she set it on a small table and left the room. "You don't know him if you think he would leave a stranded lady on the roadside."

      "Were you listening in?" Paulo asked, but she didn't reply, tossing a smile over her shoulder.

      Both men burst into laughter as she walked away.

      "It's true," said Guillermo, lifting his brows and giving his head a little shake, "I'm a saint," and they laughed again.

      Just then the object of their conversation entered the room, and their laughter died in their throats. Guillermo glanced up into the most astonishing wide-set blue-green eyes, the color of the Ligurian sea, set in a lovely oval face, surrounded by a thick mane of stunning auburn hair loosely tied back. A Pre-Raphaelite painting. Such a plump mouth, wide and ripe for kissing. She was so much younger than he had thought.

      He shot to his feet, nearly upsetting his wine. He set it down and strode toward her.

      "Signorina! Bella. How well you look." He would have thought she was an entirely different person, but he knew there was no one else here but the housekeeper-cook. Clio had made a dramatic transformation into an exquisitely beautiful woman.

      A pink flush rose into her alabaster cheeks. Delightful. "Thank you." Her gaze dropped shyly to the rug. "I…uh. Your sister was kind enough to lend me some clothes until mine are laundered."

      Ochre freckles dusted her nose. An angry red lump swelled on her forehead. Her forearms were patched with bandages. He reached out to take her hand, bringing it quickly to his lips, so soft, she smelled like lavender and ointment. "They suit you very well."

      The sound of Paulo clearing his throat brought him to his senses. He stepped back. "Ah. How rude of me. My sister's husband, Paulo Cittadini. Please meet Signorina Clio…em. 'Scusi. I have forgotten again." His eyes met Paulo's, in which he saw the suppressed laughter and teasing that he kept from his face.

      "Clio Sinclair McBeal." She narrowed her eyes and snatched her hand away from Guillermo, reaching for Paulo's, now standing beside them.

      "You are not badly injured, I hope?"

      "Not at all, grazie."

      They shook hands, and Guillermo ruefully reviewed their playful conversation from a moment ago. This beautiful young woman he would gladly take to his bed. It seems his body knew better than his mind, even in the dark.

      "La ringrazio molto per avermi fatto benvenuto nella vostra casa, Signor Cittadini," she thanked him. "I find I am at your mercy this evening."

      Again Guillermo marveled at her excellent Italian. But for a slight accent, she could have been a native. Paulo said, "You are American, Signorina?"

      "Please, call me Clio. Yes American and Canadian, both."

      While her attention was focused on Paulo, Guillermo let his eyes roam over her. She was tall, as he had already observed. But in the dark, under the mud and wet shapeless clothing, the rest had escaped his notice completely–except for her breasts, of course. His body betrayed him with a hot spasm in the groin. Not only young, but beautiful. Pale and soft, with vivid eyes and hair, long limbs and luscious curves that had been hidden under her utilitarian trousers and shirt, and were now only hinted at under her sister's long silky skirt and sheer, flounced blouse. Guillermo felt himself flood with warmth and stir in his trousers. What a surprise.

      "A glass of wine, Clio?" Paulo offered, and she consented.

      When Paulo had stepped out of the room, Guillermo recovered his manners and turned to her with a welcoming smile. "I am so happy to see you dry and comfortable, Clio. I hope you will not mind recovering here for the weekend. I am very happy to have the opportunity to get to know such a beautiful woman much better."

      "For the weekend?" she squeaked. "Are we not returning to Florence tonight?"

      Guillermo froze. Eh? "Tonight? Of course not. It will be much too late after dinner. And I came for the weekend. My visit here is long overdue, and my sister is expecting me to stay."

      "That was before–"

      "Not at all. You are as welcome as I am. You must stay also."

      "But I have–"

      Paulo returned with her wine. "Yes, I insist also. It is no imposition, I assure you. We have plenty of room."

      "Oh no." She bit her lip, drawing Guillermo's attention to it's fullness and rich ruby color once again. "I don't mean to be ungrateful, but I have an appointment. It's very important."

      "In Firenze? Tonight?" Paulo asked.

      "Yes. I must–"

      "It's much too late now, Clio. It would take us more than two hours in the dark," Guillermo said.

      "But… did the police call about my car?"

      "Si. They called. I'm afraid your car will not be transported to Montecchiello until tomorrow. And that's only if they can find the fellow with the truck on a Sunday. I told them you would contact them on Monday, and I can take you there on the way back to Firenze, as long as we leave early. I have a meeting in the city."

      She seemed to deflate, and her aquatic eyes swam with tears. A long-fingered delicate hand rose to her brow. She had a red welt above her eye, and she flinched as she inadvertently touched it. "I'll be kicked out now. I have to call him. I have to…" She turned to Paulo. "May I use your telephone, please?"

      Kicked out? Of where?

      "Of course," Paulo said.

      "Here. Use my cellular," said Guillermo, handing it to her. His chest squeezed with compassion. She was so overcome with some inexplicable grief. He felt a powerful urge to comfort her and protect her from whatever dire consequences seemed to await her late return to the city.

      She took his phone and excused herself, retreating to the far side of the room, and slipped into an armchair facing the dark windows. He watched her anxious reflection in the glass as she dialed. He was quite overcome by her beauty and frailty, all the more so because it took him by surprise. He sensed a kind of stubborn strength in her, despite her having been overwhelmed by her traumatic experience.

      "Hello? Dr. Jovi? It's me Clio."

      Guillermo tried not to eavesdrop, but he was compelled by his curiosity. A doctor's appointment on Saturday night? He glanced up to find Paulo silently observing him, an expression of amused pity animating his face.

      "…and so he brought me here, to a country estate. I won't be able to…"

      "Uh. What's for dinner?" Guillermo asked half-heartedly, trying to tear his attention away from Clio. Whatever Pia served would be delicious, he knew.

      "You'll find out." Paulo laughed, picked up the weekend newspaper and shook it out. He obviously knew Guillermo wasn't really listening.

      "…so sorry, Dr. Jovi. I know I'm behind. I know I promised. I couldn't help…"

      Surely no one could blame her for the accident. Guillermo stood up. He could help.

      "'Scusi, Clio. Please allow me, to vouch for, uh…"

      Clio looked up at him, her distress apparent. She said nothing as he gently took the phone from her hand. "Buonasera, Dr. Jovi?"

      The nasal, gravelly voice of an old man replied, "What? Who is this?"

      "This is Guillermo Gabriel d'Aldobrandin."

      "D'Aldobrandin…of the uh, il Ministro dei MIT?"

      "Si. My brother Jacopo. It is I who came upon Signorina Sinclair this evening, after the automobile crash. It is very lucky for her that I arrived on the scene."

      "Indeed?"

      "Si. I believe she would have suffered hypothermia if she had stayed out any longer, although her injuries, thankfully, are not serious. I assure you the young lady was not to blame in any way. It was a terrible accident caused by some delinquents. She is very distressed that she cannot keep her appointment this evening. She has tried to persuade me in every way that it is essential, however, I cannot return her to la citte until Monday, perhaps midday. Once we have investigated the condition of her wrecked vehicle in Montecchiello."

      "Oh? Is that so?"

      "Si. It is. I trust you will be able to reschedule this important engagement with Signorina Sinclair? I would feel personally responsible if she were penalized on my account."

      A gruff noise emanated from the phone. Guillermo did not know what to make of this taciturn old man. "Please put Clio on the phone, Signor."

      "Of course. Buonasera Dottore." Guillermo handed the phone back to Clio with a reassuring smile, though he was no further enlightened as to the nature of Clio's emergency, or the identity of the old man, and could by no means assure her that disaster had been averted.

      Clio listened as the old man apparently found plenty of words for her ears, and Guillermo backed away, returning to his chair and his glass of wine. Again he met Paulo's eye, and between them they silently agreed the whole business was strange. "Way to name-drop, fratello." Paulo's newspaper came up again, and Guillermo sighed.

      "But I have." Clio exclaimed. "Everything became clear today, Dr. Jovi. I was going to write it up before our meeting. I see it now."

      Guillermo's ears pricked up again.

      "Yes, of course, I have photographed it and made sketches. Mm-hmm."

      Her voice had altered, growing impassioned and musical. "The painting of Saint Clare of the Cross at the Franciscan Monastery was a revelation. It was so like Bernini's Saint Theresa, and yet not. The situation was different, not so public. There was a unique quality to her ecstatic state.The artist is unknown, but yet very talented. Her swoon is most exquisite. One can only assume the artist knew his subject very intimately. And it pre-dates Bernini. Yes. And if you have not seen the blissful expression on the upturned face of the little saint, Dr. Jovi, then you must make the pilgrimage one day to see it in person."

      Guillermo leaned forward and peered at the glowing reflection of Clio in the window glass. Her posture had changed. She sat upright, and her face was open and animated. Instead of folded inward and contained, her body moved energetically and expressively, her hands drawing languid arcs in the air. The scene caused a stirring in his loins, yes; how could it not given the subject matter and the messenger, but also a pressure in his chest. An acute tension. Her passion for her subject moved him, as it transformed her. And if he thought she was beautiful before, now he could see that there was much more to this enigmatic woman who had fallen into his lap.

      "Dinner is ready, everyone," announced Pia as she strode into the salon. "Please come to the table. Oh. I'm sorry, Clio, I didn't realize you were on the phone."

      "No. I'm finished. It's alright." Clio stood up, once again reserved and polite, but a rosy flush remained on her cheeks, and her eyes were dark and bright with remembered excitement. Guillermo was smitten.
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      As they took their places around the dining table, Guillermo realized that not only had he not gotten any information from his sister and Paulo about Bianca's upset, in his fascination with Clio, he'd forgotten all about it. He let it go for the moment, thinking that he would find an opportunity later, as the food was served and everyone was fully engaged with the delicious meal that Pia and her long-time housekeeper Anna had prepared. One of his favorite meals- a rich flavourful pork rib slowly cooked into a relaxed sauce that melted on the tongue, served with creamy polenta. As the meal was winding down, and Paulo sat back to savour his wine, Guillermo broached the subject.

      "So. Bianca called me today," he tossed out tentatively.

      "Si?" Pia's voice was deceptively light, as though they hadn't already discussed this, but he detected a note of frisson. "And how is she?"

      "She did not seem well, in fact."

      "Oh. Is she ill? Or broken-hearted again. Or does she need money?" The titter of laughter that Pia and Paulo shared was patently false. Okay. So they definitely knew what Bianca's phone call was about. Somehow.

      Guillermo gauged Pia's coyness, wondering what this was leading to. "No. I don't know. She doesn't…didn't call me with her problems. But she was agitated about Jacopo." He watched Pia's eyes dart to Clio, then meet Paulo's steady gaze with a frown. Something was definitely up. "She was incoherent, if you ask me. She was going on and on about the villa being in jeopardy of some kind."

      "Oh? How so?" Pia lifted a fork to her mouth.

      "Pia. Cut the crap. I came here to find out what's going on with Jacopo. I want to know."

      "Memmo. We have a guest," Pia murmured quietly, almost a moan of despair.

      "I realize that, sorella. But…" Guillermo's heart squeezed, constricting his breathing. He glanced at Clio. "Is it so bad?"

      "Non voglio parlare." Pia's face crumpled, and she buried it behind her serviette with a squeak.

      Of course she didn't want to discuss it with a stranger at the table. Clio leaned toward Pia. "I'm so sorry to intrude. Should I go upstairs?"

      Paulo took a deep breath and visibly squared his shoulders. "No, of course not. It all will be in the news anyway."

      Guillermo's pulse kicked up. He turned to Paulo. "What are you keeping from me?"

      "Well. On the one hand, it's not so bad as we thought it might be. Jacopo has negotiated a settlement, and he can keep his office." His gaze jumped to Clio again, making her eyes widen with alarm and discomfort. "The press is not good, but his people are handling it. He will be cleared of all charges."

      A settlement! But that was good. At least their family name would not be besmirched while a long, unpleasant court case got dragged out in the press, or worse, that Jacopo would have to abandon his political career. "What kind of settlement?"

      "It's terribly complicated, Memmo. He has sworn an affidavit to the effect that there was no intentional nepotism, that he did not know the companies awarded the contracts were subsidiaries of those in which he had invested. And he of course has to pay penalties, and divest himself of his interests."

      "Ah. So," Guillermo paused. That was bad for Jacopo. But there was more. Everyone else was too much on edge. "And?"

      "That is where it gets complicated. Apparently Jacopo borrowed heavily to invest in these ventures. He borrowed from friends and colleagues, and he… he mortgaged the estate, Memmo. Heavily."

      Guillermo frowned. "So, if he sells his interests, he can repay the loans, no?"

      Paulo shook his head. "No. The value is not there. He must cut his ties clean, but he will come away with almost nothing. And still he must repay the debts."

      "There will be nothing for Villa Cielo, Memmo," moaned Pia. "The estate essere rovinato, ruined!"
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      He's going to sell it, Memmo. We are losing it." Pia's tears flowed freely now.

      Clio sat very still, trying desperately to become invisible, watching Guillermo pull on his lip, scowling furiously as he absorbed the news about his brother. All through dinner, she had been quietly scheming, hoping to persuade him to change his plans and take her back to Florence tonight. She didn't care how late it was, and she didn't think he was the kind of man who kept early hours. She needed to get to work. She needed to work around the clock to meet her deadline.

      Dr. Jovi was strangely impressed by Guillermo's involvement in her predicament, and had consented to defer her doomsday deadline to Tuesday at the latest, but she could tell he was unhappy about it. He was a stern man, her father's agent, and not one to go back on his word. And his word had been: Clio you're out of time. After three years, her research was at an end. She was required to submit a final, final, final summary of her thesis statement and a firm plan for the execution of the final thesis document over the next month or two. And then deliver on it. Or else she would lose her status as a doctoral candidate, she would lose the support of Dr. Jovi, she would lose her funding and she would bring down the wrath of the all-powerful Dr. Donald McBeal. Her father.

      It made the loss of her Fiat500 seem trivial by comparison.

      But now, the extraordinary troubles of this mysteriously prestigious d'Aldobrandin family overshadowed her own. How could she impose any further on them for help?

      Guillermo scraped his hands over his stubbled cheeks, his frustration simmering, flaring. "And you? You cannot help?"

      Pia, wiping her eyes, said, "You know I pooled my inheritance with Paulo's when we married, caro. And now we have poured every Euro into the restoration of the vineyard and winery. We have nothing."

      "Stronzo!" Guillermo's fists came down hard onto the table, rattling the china coffee cups and saucers and cutlery that lay scattered about on the linen after desert. "Why did Jacopo not come to me?"

      "What could you have done, fratello? What can anyone do? This is bigger than any of us can fix."

      "That's not the point." Guillermo was shouting now, his face dark with anger. "He should have consulted me. I'm his brother. Technically it is my estate, too. And Pia's. Jacopo had no right to borrow against the family property. You know I am also the Conte. All the d'Aldobrandins are entitled."

      "It's true, Memmo. But what is done is done."

      Clio's heart raced. These Italians were so volatile, and she hated conflict and such feverish excitement. It was oppressive. Guillermo's pale blue eyes flashed angry sparks. Clio felt that he was burning up all the oxygen in the room, stealing the breath from her lungs.

      Then, without warning, Guillermo rose from his chair and stormed from the room. The door slammed, his motorcycle roared to life and screeched out of the driveway, a spray of gravel clattering against the windows and walls of the house as he tore away.
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      He'll be back," Pia murmured into the uncomfortable silence.

      Clio looked up, still speechless. She raised her brows at Paulo.

      He cleared his throat. "Yes. Sure. Of course." His eyes wavered. "Give him a little time."

      Clio wasn't so sure. At the rate he was going, Guillermo could be halfway to Florence by now. If he didn't drive off the road in the dark.

      She had begun to form an impression of Guillermo that wasn't particularly favorable. Despite his gallantly having come to her rescue, he had seemed to her arrogant, domineering, too smooth–a typical chauvinistic Italian man. Then once she came downstairs, things did not improve. He epitomized those qualities that she had learned to be wary of–his smooth, confident exterior, the way he looked at her, with that sense of privilege, as though he just knew any woman he desired would fall at his feet. He lay on the charm altogether too thickly, and clearly was accustomed to impressing people and getting his own way, especially women.

      She frowned at the way he way he sidled up to her and slathered on the compliments. The way he flirted when he saw her with the mud washed off. The manner in which he imposed on her telephone call with Dr. Jovi and dropped the family name, expecting results. Even though his gestures were kind, she could not like or trust a man like that. He was patently insincere.

      She swallowed and released the breath she had been holding. All I want is to get away from here.

      The housekeeper Anna slipped discretely into the room to collect the remaining dishes.

      Pia stood and approached Clio, resting her hands on Clio's shoulders. "Come, I'm exhausted. Let's go up and get ready for bed. I'll find you a nightgown and a toothbrush, and whatever else you need."

      Clio thought she couldn't possibly sleep after all the excitement, though she was relieved to escape this strange family's evening of turmoil. Yet at the suggestion, she registered a bone-deep fatigue settle into her bruised and battered body. The stress of the accident, the physical abuse she'd endured, and everything since, had left her drained. She nodded slowly. "Yes. I think I am tired enough to sleep, thank you."

      Upstairs in the yellow guest room, Pia gave her a silky nightgown and a few, necessary toiletries to get through the night and the morning.

      "That blouse and skirt look better on you than on me. The greens go so well with your beautiful eyes and hair."

      Clio refrained from saying how uncomfortable she'd felt in Pia's borrowed clothes. "Ha. My hair is not beautiful. But thank you for saying so."

      "Why would you say such a thing? It is spectacular."

      "It's a spectacle, all right. I can hardly control it." She smoothed her hands over her crown, pulling her knotted hair forward.

      "Well, why would you want to? You can stop traffic with it."

      "That I can believe." She laughed.

      Pia stepped closer and reached for Clio's thick twisted knot, pulling it apart with her fingers. "Let me see it." She worked the strands apart and combed it with her gentle hands, and Clio's face heated as she felt it getting larger and wilder. "Oh, Madonna. Clio it's lovely. And the color. It's positively Titian." She fluffed it out, achieving precisely the effect Clio worked so hard to avoid.

      Clio laughed, self-conscious. "I suppose that's true enough, but I think I've got double the amount of Venus or Violante."

      Pia sat on the bed and gazed at her. "Tell me about yourself, Clio. You seem well-educated. What do you do?"

      Clio chose the floral padded chair by the dresser. "Education is about the only thing I have done. I'm an art history student, working on my Ph.D. here in Italy. On the Renaissance. Both my parents are academics. Mother is a linguist, Father a professor of Classical Studies. I've spent my entire life on campuses, in classrooms, museums and galleries, or with my nose in a book. It's my world. It's all I know."

      "Amazing. So much culture."

      "In theory only. It sounds like your family have lived it."

      Pia nodded ruefully. "Yes." She paused thoughtfully. "I feel I should explain a few things. You've been thrown into the middle of a very difficult time for our family. You see, we are a very old family, Clio. Our ancestors were the hereditary Contes d' Aldobrandin, dating back to the sixteenth century."

      Clio gasped. "So old. I had no idea."

      "Si. The first Conte was a military general alongside Giovanni dalla Bande Nero. He was ennobled at the same time. Our home, the Villa Cielo Incantato, has been our country seat since around then. Later, there were palazzo, but over the years, they were lost. Only the villa remains as part of our family heritage. Of course these titles are defunct now. But still…you can imagine. We are very proud of our heritage. Of our history."

      "Yes, of course. And so you should be. I've never… I mean it's wonderful. To have such a personal, intimate connection with the Renaissance. I'm in awe, truthfully."

      Pia smiled. "Well, as a student of Renaissance art, you are perhaps particularly attuned to it's value. But of course we are, for the most part, sensitive to our obligations. The villa and gardens are not the most grand, but they are very special. And there are notable decorations and collections within it still. The thought of losing it…" Pia broke off, her voice cracking, and fresh tears welled in her eyes. She pressed a hand to her mouth.

      Clio shifted to the bed beside her and embraced her. "Surely something can be done to save it. I know many old families have difficulty maintaining large estates. It is very expensive. But there are ways."

      Pia took a moment to contain her emotions. She sighed. "But now it is too late." She paused, her gaze drifting to the middle distance. "Our eldest brother, Jacopo, has chosen to pursue a career in politics, as the elder d' Aldobrandin have done for many generations, as I'm sure you have deduced. He has become very successful. Very prominent. But now, these efforts of his to raise funds…well. His strength lies in governance, not in business, I'm afraid. His devotion to his career has led him to neglect the home farms and vineyards, and repairs to the villa. Our father had other business interests, of course. But he too, was frustrated. Instead of growing, the family assets have declined. Jacopo has been trying desperately to lift the estate out of debt for years. I suppose that is why he took such risks. I don't know." She stroked her brow and shook her head, and Clio gave her shoulders a sympathetic squeeze.

      "It's more than the history," Pia continued, her voice quavering. "It is our home, too. The place where we all grew up."

      "Your parents are…"

      Pia shook her head. "Both our parents died too young, Clio. Our mother in her forties, when she was still beautiful and vibrant. And Papa not many years later, of a broken heart, I would say. He was so devoted to Mama, so in love with her, he was like a shadow without her. The villa, well… it is all we have left of them."

      As Clio listened, her eyes moistened with tears.

      Once Pia had left her, Clio climbed into bed and reflected
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