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PROLOGUE


Luciana Betarrini

In all my daydreams about time traveling to medieval Italy, none included being in a wagon, bouncing over cobblestone streets, with my hands tied behind my back. And yet there I was, my bound brother behind me, and the Perugian crowds calling us all sorts of foul names in an ancient form of Italian. Some threw rotting fruit at us.

Seriously. Rotting fruit. I thought people only did that in movies.

But I’ve gotten ahead of myself. You probably want to know how two modern college kids ended up in medieval Italy, before the Medicis and da Vinci were around, and a little after the Black Death had killed every third person in the country.

I blame it on my brother, Domenico.

Nico was a bit obsessed with our Betarrini relatives, to the point of convincing our dad that we should spend the summer as volunteers in the refurbished Castello Forelli, a big tourist attraction in Tuscany. He won Dad over by claiming it’d be “educational” as well as a connection to our lost Italian relatives. Not that Dad cared much—only what it cost. But Nico was totally convinced he had a lead on some medieval treasure. An ancient scepter and miter of some corrupt pope who’d sheltered with the Medicis for a time. And he had it in his head that if we could just bop back in time, he’d find a way to nab it.

Admittedly, The Great Betarrini Disappearance Mystery was all the clan—the few we were connected to—could talk about last Thanksgiving. My dad’s uncle and that side of the family gathered on the Jersey shore every year, and once in a while, I accepted their invitation and made Nico go with me. We’d never really had extended family connections, but for some reason, last year, all the commercials showing big, happy families had made me push Nico to bail on Dad in LA—who never made a turkey dinner but preferred to take us out—so we could hang out with Uncle Vinny and his five kids and twenty-plus grandkids. It was always a madhouse being with them, but they did their best to include us.

I could still see Uncle Vin—Dad’s eighty-year-old uncle—lifting his bear-paw hands as he said, “If you ask me, somethin’s off. Ya know, beyond the obvious. Ben must’ve gotten on the wrong side of the wrong family, and that family made ours disappear.”

“But, Uncle Vin, I don’t think they disappeared,” Nico said excitedly, pacing in his agitation on the chilly, wind-swept beach. “There are many stories among families, passed down for generations, about two Betarrinis—the She-Wolves of Siena. They married two of the Forellis. Cousins. And together, they led the Sienese in battle, and not just once. Repeatedly. It’s all over the Internet.”

I rolled my eyes. Nico was forever researching on the Net, chasing mysteries. The family closest to us stared at him, half amused, half alarmed—like he’d gone off the deep end.

“Couldn’t those She-Wolf Betarrinis be any of our ancestors?” I asked.

“Potentially,” Nico allowed. “But I found an article from a librarian who interviewed old people to record stories passed down, generation by generation, and she mentioned Gabriella and Evangelia Betarrini specifically. And there’s a statue in Chianti depicting two women, one carrying a sword, the other a bow. Don’t you remember Lia winning all those state competitions? Didn’t we wonder if she’d beat everyone at nationals?”

I winced, feeling one of my migraines beginning to form. Couldn’t he just give it a rest?

Uncle Vinny shrugged his ham-like shoulders and peered at Nico from beneath his bushy, gray-black brows. “The girls obviously had the talent in their blood. We Betarrinis inherited many fine attributes from our ancestors,” he said, proudly looking around at the others. “And Ben and Adri were always neck-deep in history stuff. It’s only logical that they encouraged their daughters to do things like that. Ya know, like our ancestors. Maybe they got onto those same old tales and named their daughters after them.”

“But what if they didn’t just encourage them?” Nico asked. “What if they didn’t get kidnapped or murdered, Uncle Vin? What if they found some way to go back in time? What if they weren’t named after those ancestors, but are those ancestors?”

Uncle Vinny frowned. “Do I need to smack you upside the head, son?” He collared Domenico’s neck and pulled him closer for a big, wet kiss on the cheek. He grinned at all of us. “This guy,” he said, pointing at my brother, “always with an imagination run amok!”

The family had laughed and turned away from the bonfire on the cold beach to retreat to the warmth of the house and dinner. Only Nico, Uncle Vinny, and I were left. But I knew Nico wasn’t done; I’d tried to convince him myself. I was curious if an older relative would have better luck.

“I’m serious, Uncle Vin. It’s not all in my head,” Nico persisted. “I really think there’s a chance . . .”

All trace of a smile left Uncle Vinny’s face. He waved a meaty finger in my brother’s face. “Now listen to me, Domenico. I’m gonna tell you this just once. Just once. Don’t go nosin’ around in that mess. Mark my words . . . if four Betarrinis disappeared, more could after ’em. I’ve lived enough life to know it smells like the mob.”

If our parents had been around and heard all that had happened, they would have probably sided with him and nixed our summer-trip plans then and there. But Mom had died three years ago of cancer. And Dad? Well, Dad hadn’t been a real part of our lives since we were in Pre-K. Our only connection with him was pretty much a monthly deposit in our checking accounts to cover college expenses. Our Nona had helped raise us, but she was gone now, too, buried the year after Mom. And the rest of our extended family just chalked it up to Nico’s latest conspiracy theory.

After all, two years ago, Nico had been pretty darn sure that aliens had built the pyramids.

I had to admit that there were reports that Ben Betarrini’s wife and daughters had shown up on his archeological dig last summer, and then they’d all disappeared. There was an open investigation, missing persons reports, an episode of “48 Hours”—everything you’d expect if two prominent scholars and their kids vanished. After his alien obsession waned, Nico had gone all Internet detective with the missing family, and he’d turned up this evidence of an ancient Gabriella and Evangelia Forelli. But most of our family assumed what Uncle Vinny did; given Adri and Ben’s passion for history, Gabi and Lia had simply been named after ancient relatives . . . and that something very bad had happened to them last summer in Tuscany.

Authorities found their car not far from Castello Forelli, along with Ben’s cell phone and wallet, euros and credit cards still inside. If they’d not been robbed, they’d been kidnapped. But with no ransom request, well, we all pretty much thought they’d been murdered. There was speculation that Ben or Adri had discovered something valuable—and some bad guys had demanded they hand it over. It was awful. The only saving grace was that none of the family had ever been really close with them. They were always elsewhere in the world—usually Italy—too busy to show up at any reunion. So while it was sad, it was kind of a distant-sad sort of feeling for us.

Uncle Vinny thumped Nico three times on the back in what was his customary gesture of affection and smiled at me. “You kids comin’? Turkey must be done, and this fire’s not keeping off the chill.” He grunted, already trudging on arthritic hips up the dunes toward the house.

“We’ll be there in a minute,” I said. I crossed my arms and stared at my twin, who dumped sand on the fire, smothering it. The wind blew his wavy, dark hair about his handsome face.

“Look, I know it sounds crazy, Luci,” he said, looking up at me. “But what if . . . what if it’s not?”

“Okay. Let’s just go there,” I said, a bit irritated he still wouldn’t let it rest as I shivered in the cold wind off the Atlantic. My head was throbbing now. “Let’s go all the way there. Let’s say our cousins did find some sort of time-travel portal. Let’s say they did become the She-Wolves of Siena,” I said, tossing up my own hands in exasperation, finding it hard to believe that we were actually having this ridiculous discussion again. “What does that have to do with us?”

“What does that have to do with us?” He ran his hands through his hair. “Only everything. Luciana.” He turned and rested his hands on my shoulders. “It means we have famous ancestors. Not even ancestors,” he corrected himself excitedly. “Cousins, who found a way to time travel! What if we could too? Do you know what that would do for my Medici treasure hunt? I could be instantaneously five hundred years closer to the find of a lifetime!”

I folded my arms a bit more securely. “Nico, they disappeared. They did not come back. If they found a way to time travel, they obviously couldn’t find a way to return.”

“Or they came back for Ben and then chose to stay. Students at Ben’s site said Gabriella, Evangelia, and Adri were all in medieval costumes. Why?”

I didn’t have an answer for that. There really was no logical answer. “Maybe they’d been invited to a medieval reenactment or something and wanted to include Ben.”

He lifted a brow. “You know nothing like that was happening. And if it were, why wouldn’t Ben have been dressed for it too? Why hustle Ben into the Jeep and drive off so fast?”

“Maybe it’s like Uncle Vin says. The mob was after them.”

“Or maybe they were rushing back to a time tunnel. Maybe there was some sort of urgency . . . to get back to it before the star gate closed down or something.”

I sighed and shook my head. I hated that he was piquing my interest. Making me start to believe a tiny bit of his theory. It was super weird that they’d shown up in medieval gowns.

He shook me a little. “Don’t you want to know more? Deep down, aren’t you as curious as I am? What if we just go this summer and see what we find out? Go work at Castello Forelli? With us being fluent in Italian, and you being a medieval history major, we’d be in.”

“There have to be tons of kids who apply.”

“But not many who speak fluent English as well as Italian. Plus, we have my good looks going for us.” He gave me his best smolder-look, cocking one dark brow.

“You think that’d do it, huh?” I said, rubbing my temples.

“Uh-oh. Migraine?” He shifted behind me and began rubbing my shoulders, knowing it sometimes helped a little. And probably trying to butter me up. Nico was insufferable when he became obsessed with something like this. I knew if I said no, he’d launch a full campaign to win me over. And he could be relentless.

“C’mon, Luci. Surely a history major can’t resist this. We can go check out Ben’s last site—see if we find any clues about where they went. Interview people. Discover tidbits others might have overlooked.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. What did he really want? He was an econ major. Did he really think this was his get-rich scheme? Time traveling to Italy and finding a hidden treasure from the Medicis? Even if he did locate it—What am I thinking? Am I really giving his crazy idea a chance?—I doubted the Medicis would just let him take it and run. That family was famous for being ruthlessly protective of what they believed was theirs.

“You really think we could follow them straight into the Renaissance?”

“Yes! Think about that. We could pop right into the center of Michelangelo’s world!” He tilted his head. “C’mon. If nothing else, we get a summer in Italy. How bad could that be?”

I looked at the others through the big window, laughing and milling about, serving up delicious food. As they were our only real semblance of family, I’d been thinking about joining the annual summer reunion too. But as much as they invited us to come every Thanksgiving and Fourth of July gathering, we never really felt a part of them. More like orphaned kids they had to include, since we went to college nearby.

And I couldn’t deny that it’d be kinda cool, spending a summer in a castle. I’d seen all the pictures on Nico’s phone. It looked romantic. Definitely Instagram worthy. And it’d be nice to spend more time with Nico. We’d kind of gone our separate ways at NYU. Who knew what would happen to us after graduation next year? We might end up on opposite sides of the country. With his big dreams—even in different countries.

“So if I agree? If we head to Tuscany this summer, volunteer at the castello, you’ll give it a rest until then?”

“Yes! Yes!” he cheered, picking me up and swinging me around.

“All right, all right,” I said, laughing and shoving him away.

We trudged up the dunes to the warm house, and I smiled—despite the now-piercing pain in my head—thinking that it did really kind of sound like a fun adventure.

But now, as a rotten apple hit my chest with a thud, juice splashing up my bare neck, I wasn’t smiling. And if I’d had a pounding headache last Thanksgiving, now I had a doozie that felt like someone was slowly twisting a screwdriver into both temples at once.

“Nico?” I asked over my shoulder.

“Yeah?” he returned, shifting his back against mine. He tensed when a big man followed behind the wagon, yelling at us, his face twisted in a sneer of disgust and rage.

“How are we gonna get out of this?”

He was silent.

And you have to know this: my brother was never silent.

He has no idea.

Even worse . . . neither did I.


1


Tiliani Forelli

Summer 1372, Toscana

When he rode around the bend, I drew my bow taut, aiming at the man’s jugular. He was handsome, but not overly so. Two or three years my senior. But this was my soil, not his, and alarm echoed through me, seeing the Paratores’ family color—crimson—across his mount. I’d cut my teeth on the tales of how the Paratores had sorely abused my mother and aunt. Heard tales of their scarlet banners once waving from the castello ramparts, as well as scarlet tunics on enemy soldiers.

And now one of that clan had dared to come here, twenty-some years after they’d been sent back to their fellow Fiorentini forever. On a black destrier, a warhorse.

“You trespass, sir,” Giulio said. His sister, Ilaria, was at his side, looking regal and equally fierce, no trace of her usual dimples in view.

The man paused and casually drew himself up. His hands remained loose on his reins. He did not look at me, but rather around at Castello Greco, as if mentally calculating its value. “I do not trespass.”

“I believe you do,” Giulio responded curtly. Ilaria’s hand moved to her dagger and slid it from her belt. She could hit a target from thirty paces.

I glanced at my cousin Fortino then back to the visitor. Mayhap the man was lost. “This is Greco land, under Forelli protection,” I said, edging forward on my gelding with a gentle squeeze of my knees. “Sienese territory.”

“It has been Sienese,” he returned, looking me over slowly. A slight smile edged his lips and lit his green eyes, as if he liked what he saw. “But at long last, it shall be returned to her proper lord and master. Me. I am Aurelio Paratore, Cosimo’s heir.”

Sensing no mortal threat, I lowered my bow and gazed at him in confusion, and then up at the restored walls of Castello Greco, once Castello Paratore. Guards, alerted to our confrontation, were gathering on the alure above us. My gelding, Cardo, shifted beneath me, sensing my unease. “I am Lady Tiliani Forelli. These are my cousins, Fortino and Benedetto Forelli.”

“And I am Lord Giulio Greco, and this is my sister, Lady Ilaria.” The muscles in his jaw grew taut. “Those are our men on the parapets,” he said, waving upward. “They guard her, as they’ve guarded her for decades now. You have no further claim on this estate. And even if you believe you do, you are outmanned, twenty to one.”

I edged closer to the interloper, as did Fortino. The young man swept aside a lock of sandy-brown hair from his eyes and looked at me again. That same wry smile danced behind his gaze. “There is much to discuss. Much you all have apparently not yet learned. Might we retire to Castello Forelli to converse?”

I swung my bow over my shoulder. He was surrounded. What was there to fear? And why did he direct his questions to me, rather than Giulio? Or Fortino? “As you wish,” I said slowly, resolving to let my father sort it out.

“M’lady! He is not alone!” cried a guard from the corner tower above us.

“Be at ease! Be at ease!” called Paratore, lifting an arm as the Forelli guards all scurried into increased alert, bows instantly pulled taut. We all had done the same, circling the interloper. He raised his second gloved hand in surrender. “’Tis only two men and our squire who accompany me,” he informed us calmly. “They shall not draw their weapons. We come in peace. They waited a moment only to see if you would welcome me in kind.”

He gave a whistle, and two men and a young squire, also mounted, eased from the trees and into the yard that opened before Castello Greco’s gates. One—with wide, brown, slightly sorrowful eyes—briefly caught my attention. He was arrestingly handsome. Familiar, somehow. Had we met before?

But that was impossible. The Fiorentini and Sienese did not mix.

“When my captain, Sir Valentino Valeri, thought that he had glimpsed you on patrol, m’lady,” Paratore said, again directing his comments to me, “I could not resist the urge to make your acquaintance at once.”

“Surely you realized, sir, that your name would not engender any good will,” Ilaria said. “No Fiorentini is welcome.” Giulio’s father, Lord Rodolfo Greco, had died while battling them. Their mother had lived for a time in the castello, before remarrying.

“Clearly,” was the reply. “And yet I wanted to see this place for myself. To know if it was worth the fight.” He peered about and then casually crossed his hands as his eyes settled again on me. “It appears suitable.”

I shifted, a shiver of foreboding running down my back. Why me? Because when he uttered those words, it was as if he was saying I was as suitable to him as the castle.

I frowned. My father would straighten this out, in short order. There had been two decades of relative peace between the Fiorentini and Sienese, but tensions had risen of late. Papa had only just returned from Firenze, sent there by the Nine on a mission to attempt to build further bridges between the two republics. Mayhap this was a result of those diplomatic missions. I knew I could not disrupt them.

“Come, sir—”

“Lord Paratore,” he corrected.

“Lord Paratore,” I repeated, understanding then that I faced the eldest heir of the Fiorentini clan. “We shall introduce you to my father and uncle.” I wheeled my gelding around, eager to pass him off.

“I have met your father,” he called, as we all moved into a trot. “Only this past week.”

I glanced back at him. “Be that as it may, he shall decide what to do with you now. We are guardians of this land,” I said, gesturing to Ilaria, Fortino, and the other knights about us. “And as far as we are concerned, you are trespassers. My uncle and father shall sort it out.”

“As you say, Lady Tiliani,” said the young man. The note of humor in his tone made me grind my teeth, as well as his presumptuous use of my first name. What secret was held behind those green eyes?

I settled my split skirt across Cardo’s back, glad for the leather breeches I wore beneath when I noted Paratore—and his men—glancing my way with continued interest. The breeches kept me from having to overly fuss with my skirts. But I knew Papa preferred that I at least attempt to look like a lady, even if neither Ilaria nor I utilized the socially favored sidesaddle.

Giulio and Ilaria—as well as my cousins, Fortino and Benedetto—rode in pairs before and behind me. They were my best friends, as well as my ever-present guards. More brothers and sister to me after all these years, helping ease my loneliness after my own younger brothers had died.

Our group made our way down the well-worn path, past the ancient, mounded Etruscan tombs, to the river that had once marked the boundary between Paratore and Forelli land. I glanced over my shoulder at the group behind me. Without orders, the silver-haired Captain Cillini and seven knights from Castello Greco now followed behind our visitors, ensuring they remain as peaceable as they claimed, as well as effectively setting up a barrier wall between these interlopers and Castello Greco.

But I felt no tension from Aurelio Paratore. He still had the hint of a smile on his lips, as if he knew some secret that I should surely be in on by now. But it was the sad-eyed, handsome knight behind him that sent a little flutter through my heart when our gazes met. He looked at me with such intensity—almost quiet warning—that I glanced away with a start, my mind whirling. What was this? What truly compelled these men to wander so far south? What unspoken mission?

A mile farther, and we reached Castello Forelli at last. It felt like it took twice as long as usual.

“Hail, Sir Forelli,” called Frederico, one of our most senior knights and the chief gate guard, to Fortino. “’Tis well?” His eyes turned to sweep across the three newcomers who accompanied us.

“All is well,” my cousin returned. “We found three visitors at Castello Greco who wish to speak to my father and uncle.” He waved over his shoulder, not honoring them with even a glance. “One claims to be Lord Aurelio Paratore.”

Frederico was clearly startled by the name. “Open the gates! ’Tis our patrol and another from Castello Greco!” He looked back and continued shouting, “Send word to Sir Luca and Lord Forelli—they have visitors, a Lord Paratore among them.”

“Open the gates!” the call was repeated inside. As was their custom, the gates remained shut each morning, until the various patrols returned from their scouting missions, to assure that all was well across the vast Forelli holdings. And for the first time in many months, we had something significant to report, as well as visitors of interest, sending the guards into swift motion.

The teeth-grating sound of metal against metal always made me inwardly flinch, but I remained still as they waited for the bolt to be removed and the twin tall, wide gates to swing open. I nodded to Ilaria and Giulio, and they led the group inward. Inside, six of our knights stopped Lord Paratore and his two men. Wordlessly, they took the visitors’ visible weapons. How many others did they carry at their belts, beneath those fine, red-embroidered tunics? But what mischief could they manage in the midst of sixty armed men inside our walls?

Some of those men emerged from the Great Hall, the runner having spread the word. As a groomsman came to take my reins and another came around to offer a hand as I dismounted, I saw my aunt and uncle—Lord Marcello Forelli and Lady Gabriella—emerge from the west tower stair, presumably fetched from the solarium, where they often spent their mornings. My father, Luca Forelli, emerged from the Great Hall and edged over to my uncle’s side, his customary stance as the captain of his guard. Mama was not to be seen.

Giulio and Ilaria stepped back, as did Paratore’s men, giving the group a modest bit of privacy. But Fortino and Benedetto, as family, remained beside me.

“M’lords, this is—” Fortino began.

“Welcome, Lord Paratore,” Papa interrupted with a small, but strained smile.

“Sir Luca,” Aurelio returned.

I paused, jolted by the familiarity in both their voices. Aurelio had spoken the truth—they had met in Firenze.

Papa stepped forward, took Aurelio’s shoulders, and swiftly kissed him on either cheek. The two men were about the same height. Papa’s hair was like mine, ash-blond, streaked with a little gray, while Aurelio’s was sandy brown. “Welcome to Castello Forelli.”

“Grazie mille,” Aurelio said, returning his kiss.

I tried to catch Papa’s eye. But he—who was forever giving me sidelong winks and silly faces to try and make me laugh—refused to meet my gaze. I glanced at my mother, who had finally appeared at Zia Gabi’s side. And what I saw in her expression sent a wave of foreboding through me. She appeared as confused—and alarmed—as I was.

“I expected you in a fortnight,” Papa was saying to Aurelio, his tone a bit tight. “What brings you here this day?”

“Forgive me, m’lord. Anticipation at all that was promised upon our last meeting fair demanded I come at once.” His eyes shifted around the group and settled on me. “I found I must ensure that all was . . . suitable, before our negotiations concluded.”

All that was suitable. Was it true? Had Papa given him the castello?

“Tiliani,” Papa said, turning to me and taking my hand in both of his. “Would you and Ilaria like to visit your quarters to freshen up after your ride? You can join us and our guests in the Great Hall.”

Confusion continued to make my mind swirl. Papa never sent me away without a report from our morning patrol. And our patrol had produced this man—these interlopers! Surely he did not expect me to leave now. Something was askew. Desperately askew. And why just Ilaria and me?

“Papa, what is this?” I asked under my breath, drawing him a quarter-turn away. I glanced to the young Lord Paratore. “Why is he here?”

Mama came forward and took his other elbow, her blue eyes clearly full of the same questions.

Lord Paratore coughed. We turned back toward him. “Forgive me, m’lord.” He stepped closer, his hands crossed on his chest as he gave Papa a slight bow. “I have placed you in an awkward position, pressing my suit before you had the opportunity to inform my lady.”

Pressing his suit? He was staring at me. As his lady.

“Inform me?” I asked, turning further to face him. As I might an opponent. “Of what?”

“Tiliani,” my father warned, hopelessly trying to stay a flood.

“That you, the most highly sought-after daughter of Siena,” Aurelio took my hand from my father’s arm, making Papa stiffen, “are my intended bride.”

He bent over my hand, regal in every move, then slowly drew erect. “For the good of Siena,” he said loudly, looking about at the crowd that had gathered, “as well as to ensure the ongoing peace with the mighty Republic of Firenze, our houses are to be joined at long last.”

[image: * * *]

Luciana Betarrini

When we flew into Tuscany, I still thought time travel was nothing but a far-fetched dream. And eight weeks in, we had settled into the daily life of running Castello Forelli, welcoming tourists, giving them tours of the castle from the parapets to the dungeon, adopting our medieval roles, and conversing with our visitors, all while remaining in character. It was so immersive that even Nico finally seemed to set his wild imaginations aside and focus on the blessings of our summer here in the lovely Italian countryside, as well as how to make the castello more profitable.

It was he who cajoled the manager into securing realistic bows, arrows, swords, and shields, so the men could pretend to be training as knights, while the women worked on their archery skills in the forest outside the castle. When such antics immediately improved the reviews on the tour web sites, our manager gave him a raise and brought in experts to train us in hand-to-hand combat, as well as how to craft bows and arrows and properly shoot them. Then he restored one of the outside forges and brought in an ironsmith to craft swords, arrowheads, and horseshoes. The castello’s traffic boomed. Nico was made an assistant manager and given another raise.

I was not given a raise, but I didn’t care. I was happy. I was in beautiful Toscana, where I could flirt with handsome, olive-skinned college boys with more machismo than I cared for in a real boyfriend back home but found charming and different here. The girls were friendly, too, curious about American life, pumping me for perspective and answers on everything from politics to pop culture.

Fat grandmothers from the nearby village volunteered to sit in corners here and there, darning socks and stitching up dresses that we actors would wear. And when their husbands came to collect them at the end of the day, they did so with old ceramic bottles of grappa that the manager provided them as payment. They would all sit, chatting for a while, as golden streams of sunlight filtered through the crenellated wall above, just as they might have in medieval times. A cook and a sous-chef were hired to make authentic medieval food in the kitchens—food that we actors, our manager, and the guy in the ticket booth all ate around long tables in the Great Hall as visitors looked on.

I was living out medieval history—or at least a semblance of it—and loving every minute. But as the weeks wore on, my twin started to get restless. “This is close enough to time travel for me,” I told him at lunch that day. “This summer is everything you promised me it’d be. And, bonus—there’s something about what we’re eating . . . or maybe it’s the lack of stress . . . but I’m only getting a migraine twice a week now. I’ve heard gluten-intolerant people can eat pasta here because it’s non-GMO. Maybe my migraines are tied to GMOs. Or all the preservatives we have in our food back home.”

“That’s awesome, Luce.” But his tone was flat as he stuffed a wooden spoonful of soup in his mouth.

“C’mon, Nico. We knew it was kind of a long shot,” I said. He’d spent weeks trying to come up with some new clue on the Great Betarrini Disappearance. It seemed to me he’d tried nudging every brick in the castello, like he thought if he pulled one out, a magic time-travel portal would appear.

“You thought it was a long shot. I hoped . . .” He let his next spoonful of soup drip back into his ceramic bowl.

“Hoped for what?” asked Milana in English, from across the table. She was a cute, voluptuous, lighter-brown-haired girl, intent on bettering her English this summer by jumping into our conversations.

“Hoped for a date with the cutest girl in the castello,” my brother said easily, with his trademark sidelong smile. He met her gaze and lifted one brow.

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes.

“What do you think? Picnic dinner on the hilltop at sunset?” he asked. More of our companions tuned in, realizing what was happening. The two had flirted for weeks.

“Absolutely,” she said, her cute dimples deepening as her color rose.

The two kept stealing glances at each other through the rest of the meal, even as they spoke to others.

Whatever, I thought. At least she might get him off the whole time-tunnel obsession.

He’d chased a hundred different theories. Quizzed every single person in the castle at least three times to find out all they knew. Interrogated the ticket booth guy—but he didn’t know who had manned it last summer, when our relatives had disappeared, nor did our manager, new to the job himself. Nico had talked to the local police, even a detective, using our name—and overstating our relationship with the missing people—as rationale to inquire.

Ben’s archeological site, not far from the castello, was now overseen by a Dr. Manero, and the man seemed to think of all Betarrinis as vermin. He seemed glad they’d disappeared, sniffing in disgust and irritation as he arrogantly ordered us away and returned to his tent. And when Nico tried to ask some of the junior workers on site about last summer, we were ushered off the premises.

“If there was something to find, the cops would have by now,” I told him, as we left the Great Hall and headed toward the gates. We slept in two long bunkhouses behind the castle—women in one, men in the other.

“Yeah, I’m not so sure. Remember that American girl they framed for murder?” he returned under his breath. “The cops aren’t all that awesome here. Or trustworthy. Maybe they’re getting paid off by the . . .” M-O-B, he mouthed silently, as if the ancient walls around us were bugged.

“Maybe you’re better off concentrating on Milana,” I said with a wink. “You might get farther this summer on a relationship than any medieval get-rich scheme.”

“Yeah,” he said ruefully. “The only medieval wealth I’m seeing right now is what we’re making for the owner of this thing,” he said, gesturing to the castle walls. We hadn’t met the owner. Rumor had it the current Forelli family lived in Roma and rarely came to the “country.”

“Milana is pretty cute. Just your type.”

He gave me a sly smile. “That she is. And she thinks Americans are hot.”

As we walked, I hid a smile. It was good to be with Nico this summer, sharing this amazing experience. When would we get such a chance again? He was my closest living relative, and in many ways, we weren’t just the nucleus of our family, we were pretty much all of it. Dad hadn’t bothered to reach out to us in weeks. I’d sent a postcard to Uncle Vinny, but hadn’t heard back.

I wanted to stay close to my brother, and that was going to get progressively harder in the years to come. Hopefully this summer would cement our relationship forever, so that no matter how long we were physically separated, we would always be emotionally close. And if it took a summer romance with an Italian girl to keep him focused on the here and now, so be it.

[image: * * *]

While Nico headed out for his sunset date with Milana, I agreed to accompany two of my friends, Teresa and Flavia—college girls from Roma—into Chianti. They were bent on eating non-medieval food for once—something lighter—and checking out the local guys. I went along for the ride.

We settled under an eve outside a trattoria as the sun set over the vineyard below us. We perched on tall barstools around a tiny table and enjoyed a glass of local wine, while chowing down on an appetizer of pecorino cheese and gooey date spread on crisp crostini. We were engrossed in sharing gossip about other staff members at the castello when I overheard him at the next table.

“Te lo dico io, loro erano lì,” he said. “Impegnativo li porto subito al sito archeologico.” I tell you, there they were, demanding I take them to the archeological site at once.

I froze, trying to pretend I was listening to my friend go on about why Matteo was so lame for dropping her last week, but all I could focus on were the guys behind me, rattling on in Italian.

“They really were in medieval costumes? Just like you told that reporter?” asked the guy’s friend, in Italian.

“It was very odd. They wouldn’t take no for an answer. Not that I really wanted to say no. Because those girls were beautiful, especially the blonde. The brunette was all hunched over in pain, like she had appendicitis or something. But I had a job, you know. And my boss didn’t want me leaving my post.”

It was him. It had to be him! The ticket booth operator from the castello. The one who had given my cousins a ride to Ben’s site.

I took a hurried gulp of wine and swallowed wrong, coughed, drew my friends’ attention for a moment, but once they knew I was okay, resumed dissecting Matteo and all his inadequacies.

“I never heard about this part before. So you took them to the site?”

“Yes. They said there was a doctor there. I was taking them to the clinic, but they insisted there was a doctor on the dig site.”

“What were they like? What did they talk about?”

“Only words to hurry me along. Hurry, hurry, hurry. They were in a terrible rush. Like it was a life-or-death thing.”

“Do you think it was the appendicitis?”

“I’ll just say this . . . watching Gabriella get out of the car, I don’t think she really had appendicitis.”

“And so you got to the site and . . .”

“They told me to wait and started looking for the doctor. But it was Dr. Betarrini they were after. The woman’s husband. The girls’ dad. Not a medical doctor, but an archeologist.”

“And so they met up with him . . .”

“That was the oddest part,” he said. “They just stood there, staring at him like he was a ghost. And then they threw themselves at him, crying and laughing at the same time.”

“Who knows with Americans. They can be crazy.”

“I don’t know. I’ve tried to figure it out a thousand times since.”

“They said nothing more to you?”

“Nothing. They just ran and got into Dr. Betarrini’s old Jeep.”

“Strano.” Strange.

“Molto strano.” Very strange.

They started to move into another conversation, but I could wait no longer. I rose and moved to their table. “Mi scusi,” I said, apologizing for barging in. The three guys leaned back to check me out, then a bit farther to check out my friends, who had paused to see what I was up to. I ignored it and pressed on. “I couldn’t help overhearing. I am Luciana Betarrini. You’ve been talking about my relatives.”

The guy’s eyes widened, and he quickly raised a hand. “Listen, I meant no offense,” he said in Italian.

“None taken,” I hastened to reassure him. “I am really glad to have run into you. My brother and I wanted to ask you what you knew. We’re here for the summer, and we’re hoping to find out more about them, of course. For the family’s sake.”

“Of course,” he said, losing a bit of his bravado. His brown eyes searched mine. “It is very sad. About them disappearing and all.”

“It sounds like you did what you could to help them. Do you mind if I get your name and number?” I handed him my cell, ignoring his friends sharing a raised brow, like this was some sort of come-on.

“Text me anytime,” he invited, handing back my phone with a small smile. I saw his name, Renato, in my contacts. “I work, but I’m available most nights.”

I nodded and smiled too. “Grazie.” I turned to go, but then paused. “Hey, can you tell me anything about where their Jeep was found? The police would not say.”

“Oh, sure,” he said with a small shrug. “All the locals knew, though they kept it out of the papers. They found it half a mile from the castello.”

My heart picked up its pace. “Do you know exactly where?”

His smile slipped a bit, and his eyes seemed troubled. “It was weird. It’s a seldom-used road that really leads to nowhere.”

I could read between the lines. He thought what the police thought, what our Uncle Vinny thought—they’d parked their Jeep in a remote location, attempting to escape someone who pursued them. They’d either been successful, so successful no one in the world had yet caught up with them . . . or their enemy had, disposing of their bodies where they might never be found again.

“Do you know the name of the road?” I asked.

He shook his head. “It has no name.”

“At all?”

“The old people call it Vecchio Modo,” he said.

“Like they do all the old roads,” laughed his friend.

Vecchio Modo. The Old Way.

The wheels in my head started turning. “Can you tell me where it is?”

“That’d be hard,” he said, frowning a bit at my intensity. “But I can show you.” A hint of a smile returned to his lips.

But I had more on my mind than flirting. “Tomorrow? Meet me at the castello at 5:30?”

“Sure,” he said, his smile broadening. “I’ll pick you up then.”

“Thanks. I really appreciate it,” I said, turning away. And so will my brother.
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Tiliani Forelli

I stared in shock at Papa, Aurelio Paratore’s words echoing through my mind. Intended bride. For the good of Siena. Both of my cousins looked at me with horror.

“Luca, tell me you did not . . .” Mama whispered, “not without—”

But he lifted a hand to her, then to me, and cast a furious look at Aurelio. “You did me a disservice, sir. You were to give me a fortnight to prepare my women.”

Aurelio straightened. “Forgive me. I thought . . .”

He pretended ignorance. But with one furtive, warning glance from his captain, Valentino, I knew this was exactly why he had surprised us. To discover my true feelings. His chances. The lay of the land.

But this was our land. I was a daughter of Siena, tried and true.

A daughter of a She-Wolf.

And the Fiorentini were more often foe than friend.

I swallowed my fury and frustration and awaited my father, as did my mother before me. I’d learned to do as she did. She had never led me astray. And in matters with my father, it had come to aid me time and again.

“Tomasso,” Papa called, motioning to the servant. The slim man hastened over. “Please see Lord Paratore and his men to the guest quarters in the east wing and attend to their needs.”

“Yes, m’lord.” Tomasso waved to a groomsman, who would see to the visitors’ mounts, then gestured for the men to follow him.

“We shall look forward to you joining us for our noon meal,” Papa said to Aurelio.

Lord Paratore swept his cape over his shoulder, and in tandem with his men, gave us a genteel bow. Before they rose, we were off, heading toward the tower that led to the solarium—one of the few places in the castle where we could speak in relative privacy. I could feel the tension rolling off Mama, a tension that only heightened my own. Zio Marcello and Zia Gabriella followed behind us.

As soon as the turret door closed, Mama and I both started speaking, but Papa hushed us. “You shall wait until we reach the solarium,” he said, brooking no argument. He climbed the steps before us, clearly not rushing, and I cast a furious glance at Mama. But in her eyes, I read a hint of warning. Worse, a hint of worry.

My heart pounded. Was there no fighting this? I followed behind her, watching the sway of her skirts and slight train before me. Up two flights of stairs we went, then down the hall to the solarium, with its tall windows set with creamy quartz to let light through. I noted Papa did not open one, as he customarily did, but bent to light a few candles instead. Clearly, he did not want anyone to overhear what he was about to say.

Neither Mama nor Zia Gabi waded in as I expected, with indignant protests. After all, it was Cosimo Paratore who had nearly killed them all. Instead Mama methodically poured us each a goblet of watered wine before we all took a seat. Zio Marcello elected to stand.

“He is Cosimo’s second cousin, heir to what remains of their estate in Firenze,” Papa began, glancing to his cousin as if seeking reinforcement. “Upon our meeting a week past, we were introduced. In spite of our previous experiences with his clan, I thought the young man was not without merit. He is part of the new generation, looking for new opportunities for themselves beyond making war. And yet on that front, he has proven himself in battle, helping Firenze fend off attacks from Milano. He is in line to serve with the Grandi.”

The Grandi—Firenze’s ruling council, like Siena’s own Nine—of which Papa was one. As Zio Marcello had been before him.

Mama sat down and leaned forward. “And you believed that a young man who was ‘not without merit’ was enough for our daughter.”

Papa rubbed his chin—stroking the golden-brown stubble there—and heaved a sigh. “Evangelia, Tiliani is two-and-twenty, well past marrying age. And to date,” he said, his voice rising, “every one of her few suitors has been found wanting.”

“Not a one has stolen my heart as Mama stole yours,” I said quietly. “Or as Zia Gabi stole Zio Marcello’s. Is it so wrong to wait for one such as each of you found?”

That stilled them all for a moment. My uncle and father shared a brief, discomfited glance.

“Were you not once promised to another, through no doing of your own?” I asked my uncle.

He took a slow sip from his goblet before replying. “I was. But ’twas different. Our families had long been friends. It was understood, from the time we were children.”

“Did you not allow Fortino to choose his own intended?” I pressed, thinking of the lovely Anna Cavani of Lucca. The two were to wed next summer. “And will you not allow Benedetto the same honor?”

My uncle’s jaw twitched, but he said nothing.

“And yet you and Papa have promised me to the clan who has long been our foe. As a surprise.”

He looked at me. “When I was promised to Romana Rossi, it was to strengthen our family’s ties to Siena. Solidify protection for this very castello in which you’ve become a woman grown. Only your mother’s and aunt’s heroic actions could have done more for us.” His face grew earnest. “But mia dolcezza, your father and I never wish for you to go through what they had to in order to survive.”

Survive? Were we truly worried about our survival? I glanced at Mama. While I had spent my whole life preparing for battle, little more than skirmishes had transpired. But from the stories, I knew Mama and Zia Gabi had nearly died, several times over. When Marcello spoke of what they had gone through for our family’s sake, for Siena’s sake, he did not do so lightly.

“What might this union do for us now, with Firenze?” Papa blew out his cheeks and leaned back against the horsehair-covered chair. “Do you not know, Tiliani? Can you not see?”

I swallowed hard at the need and hope in his voice.

“This would not only strengthen our standing in the republic. This could bring peace between our republic and Firenze. ’Twould not solely benefit us, here at Castello Forelli or Castello Greco. ’Twould benefit all. No more battles, nor war.”

“We have not been at war for years,” I said.

“But this could help ensure that Siena never goes to battle against Firenze again,” Papa said. “’Twould also give us sufficient power to stand against Milano, Perugia, or others who continually threaten us. Unite us all against Spain. Increase our trade. Wealth. ’Twould not only be us who might gain, but everyone in the republic. Both our republics. Hundreds of thousands of people.”

My throat constricted. Hundreds of thousands of people relying on me? How could one marriage, one union, bear such fruit?

He glanced at Mama. She set aside her goblet and rose, moving in agitation to the window and fingering the silk-corded lining at the neck of her dress. Why was she not speaking against this? Or Zia Gabi? They had always taken my side. Maintained that who I married was my decision alone.

“How close was he to Cosimo Paratore?” she asked.

“Mama . . .” I began in horror. Was she truly considering this?

“His father is Umberto Paratore, Cosimo’s first cousin, who had been in line to inherit lordship of the palazzo in Firenze and other estates. Upon Umberto’s death last autumn, he became heir. Aurelio never knew Cosimo.”

“Mama—”

“Ceding rights to Castello Greco to the Paratore clan would do a great deal to heal the rift between our republics,” my uncle said.

“And bring the enemy right to our door again,” Zia Gabi said, speaking for the first time.

“Or they could be an extension of our family, guarding our gates as fiercely as we would ourselves,” he responded evenly.

I shook my head. “What of Chiara? Giulio? Ilaria? Castello Greco belongs to them.”

“And yet they choose to reside here, with us. They are our family now, and they seem quite content. Siena shall compensate them for the castello, granting them a fair fortune. They could build their own manors. Become merchants. ’Twill be a blessing to them.”

“This cannot be happening.” I met Papa’s gaze. “I do not love him. I do not know him!”

Mama slowly turned and knelt before me, taking my hands in hers. And in all my years, I’d never seen her kneel before anyone. “Might you not endeavor to get to know him a bit, at least? See if he might appeal to you in time? If we wish Castello Forelli to stand forever, if we want future generations to continue to abide in this place, Tiliani, Siena must find some way to build bridges with the Fiorentini, rather than continue to antagonize and defy them.”

My eyes searched hers. Mama, Nona, and Zia Gabi had always seemed to have an uncanny sense of intuition—as if they could see the future—and I’d learned to trust it when she spoke in this manner. If she thought it important, how could I not?

But a Fiorentini? In all my life, I’d never considered it.

I paused.

“I shall give him a chance,” I whispered.

And yet as I uttered the words, it felt as if I had already pledged my oath to bind my hand to his forever.

[image: * * *]

Luciana Betarrini

Nico was out late with Milana, so I didn’t catch up with him until the next morning in the castello courtyard, as he sparred with Raul, the tallest “knight” in our cast of characters. They used crudely carved wooden swords—as did the other four pairs about them—for this exercise, as had the knights of old. For the actors, it was a warmup for the second time they sparred in the afternoons, practicing moves until they were rote, so that when they picked up actual steel blades for their afternoon “act,” they didn’t harm one another. Still, as the summer wore on, every one of them seemed to gather their share of nicks. Raul had taken one blow that required six stitches; that’s when he decided
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