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There is always one unexpected moment in

life when a door opens to let the future in.

–Graham Greene








  
  Dear Reader, 
Few of us have a real handle on the medieval time period and Italy’s history. So here are a few reminders before you dive back into Gabi and Lia’s story…
In this era, Italy was volatile and divided into lots of city-states. The Vatican had moved to Avignon, France, because the pope(s) felt safer there. The Vatican would stay away from Rome for almost seventy years in total.
City-states were sometimes called communes, or republics, and were run by semidemocratic bodies or groups of elected leaders. In Siena, this group was the Council of Nine. Florence, or Firenze, had two councils with more than five hundred men; I’ve chosen to represent them with the fictional grandi, based on a smaller group that actually served as city advisors to the Fiorentini (people of Florence).
Other territories were ruled by rich lords with hilltop fortresses or castles—but most had to be in league with others if they hoped to hold their territory for any length of time. Many hired mercenaries or knights to help them fight off anyone attempting to take what was theirs.
Florence and Siena, like all of the big city-states, alternated between peace and a struggle for power and authority. In the thirteenth century, the terms Guelph and Ghibelline came into use as people fought either for the emperor’s imperialistic goals (Ghibelline) or to follow the pope’s leadership (Guelph). For the purposes of this fourteenth-century series, Florence/Firenze is referred to as “Guelph” and Siena as “Ghibelline,” which is a simplistic generalization of their loyalties. But trust me, if we went deeper, I’d really risk losing you.
I see the backdrop of politics and history as seasoning for the fictional stew; the heart of the meal is the story itself. My hope is that this recap helps you dig in and enjoy!
—LTB
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Mom freaked out when she saw us, of course. 
I couldn’t blame her, with Lia in her medieval gown and me looking like I’d been mauled by a bear. Both of us, with two meaty guards hauling us into the tent. “It’s all right, Mom,” I said, hands out, as she rushed toward us. Her face was white.
“Lasciateli!” she shouted in irritation—let them go—brushing off the guards’ hands from our arms, gaping at the blood on me. “Girls, what in the—”
“She’s all right, Mom,” Lia began. “It looks bad, but it’s fine.”
“It is,” I said, pushing away her hands as she touched my underdress—a gown made six hundred years before—and tried to figure out what kind of wound had made me look like I’d been doused in ketchup. “I’m fine, Mom. Really.”
But her fingers remained on the raw weave of the silk fabric. Her beautiful blue eyes widened, then her narrow brows lowered as she rubbed it between thumb and forefinger and bent to study the stitching. She turned and touched Lia’s gown. “Where did you get these clothes?”
“Mom,” I hissed, “can we talk about it alone?” Manero—Dr. Manero, my parents’ long-hated adversary, a bigwig with the Societa Archeologico dell’ Italia—was staring with a smug look on his face, looking like he had us all exactly where he wanted us.
“They were found in Tomb Two, Dr. Betarrini,” he said, crossing his arms. I pictured him stuffing a cigar in his mouth, leaning back in a chair and putting his feet up on the desk, hands behind his head. “You know what giving unauthorized persons access can do to one’s site approvals.”
Mom frowned now and shook her head a little. “Impossible. They’d never…” Her words faded as she saw the sheepish look in our eyes. “No. Girls, tell me you weren’t inside. No! Why?”
“Mom, we need to talk to you alone.”
She stared at me, eye to eye—we’re exactly the same height—and then to Lia, and finally to Manero. “Ci serve un minuto.” We need a minute.
“What’s to say? Despite your papers being in order, you clearly need my help here to secure the site. If your own daughters feel free to run roughshod over—”
“We were not ‘running roughshod’ over the site,” I bit back at him. “We were merely peeking in.”
He raised one dark brow. “Climbing inside hardly constitues peeking.”
Mom looked at us in horror.
“We can explain,” I said.
She was getting that There’s-No-Possible-Explanation-For-Trespassing kind of wild fury look in her eyes. The sort that usually left her sputtering before she found her steam and really let us have it.
Lia saw it too. “Mom,” she said. “Can we go outside?”
“No need,” Manero said, chin in the air. “I shall leave you three to discuss your business. I’ll return in fifteen minutes to discuss our business.”
“Thanks for the warning,” I muttered. He paused, but did not turn, then left the tent.
Mom crossed her arms and took a seat on a folding stool. “Start talking.”
Lia and I shared a look. My head and heart were swirling. It was better that Lia told her. I sat down on a stool by the desk, face in my hands, looking at my mother and sister but thinking how lucky I was to be alive. And of Marcello Forelli, the guy—the most amazing man on the planet, of all time even—I’d left in the past.
I’m not talking about breaking up yesterday. I’m talking about the past-past. Lia was telling Mom about it, whispering as fast and as clearly as she could…how we’d put our hands on the prints in the Etruscan tomb—prints that seemed to be our own, so closely did they match—and how it had taken us back in time, to medieval Italy.
Mom’s blue eyes got bigger and bigger, her expression telling us she thought we’d gone crazy. “Did you hit your head?” she asked, reaching for Lia’s blond hair, scanning her scalp for blood.
“No, Mom,” Lia said, lurching away in irritation. “Listen to me. I know it’s a lot, that it sounds whacked, but you have to believe us! Look at my gown. At Gabi’s!” Scientific fact, that’s what she was bringing it around to. That was something Mom could get her head around.
I turned to Manero’s computer, staring at the clock and the date, trying to get my head around the facts. About a half hour had gone by since we put our hands on the prints. We were probably only gone about twenty to twenty-five minutes. But a good twenty days had gone by in ancient Tuscany.
My heart skipped a beat. I was no math genius, but if my calculations were right, we’d already been gone from Marcello’s time for ten days. Ten days. No wonder I was in agony. I missed him like I’d left a piece of myself back with him. It was physical, leaving me all empty and achy inside. Like I was experiencing ten days of pain in ten minutes.
I logged on to Manero’s laptop and typed “Siena history” into Google’s search window.
“Gabi—” Mom began, brows lowered.
“I’ll be fast, Mom. I just need to know something...” A quick stop at Wikipedia and I knew two things: Siena would face the plague in five years. But Florence didn’t conquer her for another couple hundred years. Not that there weren’t serious battles before then…
To her credit, Mom seemed to be giving Lia’s story half a chance. But her eyes told me it was like a fable that had to have some sort of real basis, a foundation that would make it all make sense. Like grainy Sasquatch film clips that really starred an escaped pet gorilla. Or a UFO sighting that boiled down to a NASA rocket test. She was getting all Science Maven-y on us, trying to put two and two together.
“Mom, there are two castles, within two miles of this site. The one we pass, every day, on our way in here, and the one over the hill, past the tombs.” I reached out and took her hands. “We’ve been in both. But they were whole—full-on homes for lots of people. Lia could sketch them both for you. One was inhabited by a man who fought for Firenze, the other, by a family who was loyal to Siena.”
I glanced to the tent doorway, its flap still and hanging, and rose. I lifted the edge of my gown and showed her my wound, now nothing but a white scar on my peach skin. “Look, Mom. Look at the length of it. Look how it looks old, like I got it five years ago, right?”
She blinked rapidly, as if she were seeing things. Trying to make sense of it all.
I dropped my gown and gestured to the bloodstain, in the exact same place as my scar. “It’s bloody because I was bleeding like crazy, just a half-hour ago. I got the wound in that castle,” I said, gesturing in the direction of the Paratore ruins, “when Lia and I were fighting for our lives. There’s something about the time tunnel that heals. It healed me.”
I shook my head, irritated at how long it was taking to convince her. “How else did I get that scar? Without you knowing about it?”
Her blue eyes met mine. “It makes no sense.”
“No,” I said. “It doesn’t. But look at the facts, Mom. Haven’t you and Dad always taught students to catalog the facts and then move to theory?” I had her there. I’d heard her say it a hundred times.
Her big, blue eyes flitted between us and then down at her hands, back and forth, still trying to puzzle it through.
If only Dad was here…He’d always been the more impulsive of the two. He followed his heart. Mom liked to consult her brain first, and there was no way that our story was going to be figured out logically. No way. Hadn’t scientists been trying to figure out the whole time/space continuum thing for centuries?
Mom looked up then at us, unblinking. “Show me,” she said lowly. “Let’s go to the tomb now.”
“In front of Manero?” I frowned.
“No,” Lia was saying, shaking her head. “We just got back.”
But I was nodding. “I need to go back.”
“For what…forever?” Lia spat at me. “There’s so much we don’t know, Gabi. What if you get sick again, going—”
“I won’t get sick again. I was healed. Time has passed, both here and there.”
“You don’t know that.”
“I do. We ‘left’ about twenty-five minutes ago. But what’d we experience back in 1342? About twenty days, right? If we go—”
Mom held her hands up, silencing us both. “No one’s going anywhere,” she said. “I simply want you to show me exactly what happened. On site.”
“She thinks she’s in love with a dude named Marcello,” Lia said accusingly, distrusting blue eyes on me. “She’ll do whatever she has to to get back.”
Mom looked at me with those same blue eyes. “Is that true? You fell in love with this Marcus person?”
“Marcello Forelli,” I corrected, each lilting syllable feeling like it twisted my gut. “And, uh, yeah. I fell pretty hard for him.”
Mom’s eyes moved from my face to my clothes again, as if she was trying to remember that there was scientific evidence to support our story. Otherwise, she might’ve dismissed it as some wild dream…like we both hit our heads or something.
“That’s how she got hurt,” Lia said, pressing now, sensing she had the upper hand. “I mean, she got hurt in a battle and I had to stitch her up, but she’s in love with a guy who already has a girl. And that chick poisoned Gabi!” She walked over to me, hands on her hips. “You really want to go back? Back to where I almost lost you?” She shook her head. “I can’t do it, Gabs. Not after Dad. I can’t deal with it. I’ll lose it, seriously lose it, if something happens to you.”
“Nothing is going to happen to anyone,” Mom said, stepping up beside us.
“Mom, just give me a chance. Let me show you the tomb.” I eyed the computer screen. Another ten minutes. Another ten days, for Marcello, thirty now that I’d been gone. Was he giving up? Giving in to Lady Rossi and the pressure to follow through on their marriage agreement? Had he guessed that she might have been poisoning me?
Mom was still staring at me, at Lia, assessing. “Come on,” Mom said, lifting the back of the tent and bending.
She was going to sneak out. My mother never sneaked anywhere. She boldly went where no woman had gone before.
I stood up and went to her, looking back to Lia. She hesitated, frowning, and then with an exaggerated roll of her big blue eyes—so like Mom’s—followed us. We ducked under the edge and looked about. We could hear voices on the other side, and up the hill, by the tombs. Just as it looked like we could make a clean escape, a guy in a Societa Archeologico hat came around the corner.
Mom froze for a second and then took my arm. “Come on, Gabi,” she said, “we’ll take care of you.”
The man’s eyes moved to my blood-stained gown and he hurried over to us. “Ti posso aiutare?” he asked, wondering if he could help.
“Sì, I just need to get her to our car,” Mom responded in Italian.
Smart of her, I thought. The parking lot would get us halfway to the tomb.
The man took my arm as if he thought I’d faint at any point, and I accepted his help as if I just might. A couple of other guys were walking up at the far end of the tumuli, but they ignored us. “I can take care of her from here,” Mom said to the man.
“You’re sure?” He opened the door and settled me onto the seat.
“Yes.”
“I can call for an ambulance…”
“No. It looks worse than it is.”
Still, he hesitated.
“Ho le mia cose,” I said, turning wise, pained eyes on him, meaning that time of the month, or as they said here, I have my things. We didn’t have time to waste. What had gone by for Marcello now? More than a month?
He frowned and immediately began to back away. The blood’s location made no sense with the explanation, but I knew it’d send him running. 
Mom gave me a little smile and grabbed the medical kit. “In case anybody else starts asking questions,” she said, lifting it in my direction. She tucked it under her arm as the man disappeared back among the three tents—Mom’s white one, now flanked by two khaki peaks from the Societa Archeologico team. “Let’s go,” she said.
Hidden by dense scrub oak, we climbed up the hill. At the clearing, where the twelve tombs rose from the soil in grass-covered domes, we paused and caught our breath, waiting for those two dudes we’d spotted earlier to turn their backs. Any minute now, Manero would go back into the tent and realize we had escaped.
“Now,” Lia whispered, when we all saw them turn the corner of the tomb.
We hurried over to Tomb Two and scrambled through the narrow igloo-like entrance, Lia and I slower than Mom, since we were in the long gowns. At the end, we stood up and Mom flicked on the small flashlight she kept on her belt. I pointed to the two handprints.
“I’ve wondered about those,” Mom said. “So unlike any other fresco motif we’ve ever run across…”
Lia backed up a couple of steps, as if she didn’t want us cascading back in time by accident.
“Go on, Mom,” I said. “Pull out a glove and touch the prints. See if they’re warm.” She had a thing about letting the oils of our skin touch ancient frescoes, given that it was her job and all to preserve them.
Mom frowned, then pulled on a pair of gloves from her back pocket. After a second’s hesitation, she touched one, and then another. “No. Nothing. Cold stone. Why did you expect heat?”
I could tell from her expression that I was losing her. I lifted my hand for a glove. “Let me try.”
“Gabi,” Lia growled.
“Calm down. I’m just checking. You know that nothing will happen without you,” I said. “I tried, remember? We both tried.”
I put on the glove and touched her print first, then mine. Hers was cold. Mine was hot. Just like last time.
“I know it feels like plain old stone to you,” I said to my mother, “but for me and Lia, our prints are hot.” Mom stepped forward and touched it again, then turned and felt my forehead. I laughed under my breath. “I’m not running a fever, Mom. It’s real.” I put both palms on her cheeks, so she could feel the residual heat on my one hand. “Feel that?”
I knew from the lifting of her brows that she had. She was beginning to believe. Being there, so close to the portal, made my heart pound. I knew I wanted to go back. But I couldn’t. Not without Lia. And she was nowhere close to jumping back in.
“What if we don’t jump off in the same time period, Gabi?” she asked, reading my look. “What if we end up in Etruscan times?”
“That’d be all right by me,” Mom said drily. As an archeologist specializing in the Etruscan era and populace, she’d long dreamed of seeing everything firsthand.
I frowned. I hadn’t thought of that. There was no dial, no program, no way to set the year you wanted to hop into. Last time, I’d pulled my hand away when I finally figured out what was happening. I just happened to end up in 1342.
I looked around the tomb, trying to figure it out. “The urn! When it’s broken, I’ll know we’re there.”
Mom frowned and bent by the remains of the urn, picking up a piece and staring at its edges under the beam of her flashlight. She looked up at me and I bit my lip, but then seized on the situation as a means to an end. “Look at that, Mom. The shards, the layer of dust atop them, like it’s been there for centuries, right?”
She nodded slowly. “Grave robbers, most likely.”
“That would make sense. But I broke it the last time we came through. When I went back to 1342, this place was sealed up tight. No hole in the ceiling from the farmer. Totally pitch-black inside. I couldn’t see where I was going and knocked it over. Sorry,” I added quickly, with a grimace. After all, I was an archeologist’s kid, and I’d just admitted to destroying a priceless artifact.
I knelt next to her. “But think, Mom. Think hard. When we first got to this site, was the urn broken or whole?”
She paused for several seconds and blinked rapidly. Two memories clearly collided, as I hoped they might. Conflicting memories. Three of the urns, whole. One of them broken. “I…I don’t think it was.”
“But look,” I said, gesturing again to the shards. “Centuries of dust atop them, right?” I rose. “Because it happened almost seven hundred years ago. When I was there. Facts, Mom. Facts. They’ll lead you to your theory. Is there anything else in here that is different? Different than any other tomb? Any clue to tell us it’s a doorway to a different time?” I turned and examined the frescoes myself in the dim light. “Even better would be anything that tells us how we might control what time we’ll land in.”
Lia stood in my way, arms folded, shaking her head. “There’s no steering wheel for this thing. You remember. We move fast, Gabi. You take a breath after it’s broken and it might be thirty years off. Besides, we’re moving backward. And remember? It’s pitch black in there.”
She crossed her arms and stared at me.
She was right. If I waited for the urn, and passed it, I might arrive when Marcello was a baby. That wouldn’t be cool… “The light! That’s how we’ll know. I opened the tomb. At some point, someone rolled that rock back into place. Marcello wouldn’t have done that, not if he thought I was coming back. I just have to wait past that…and, well, I don’t know exactly how I’ll know. But we have to try.”
“They might have rolled that stone back a hundred years after we left!”
“We have to try,” I repeated.
“You’re crazy,” she said, eyebrows furrowed.
“Please, Lia. Just for a while. I have to go. I have to.” I dared to glance at Mom, wondering if she would keep us from the journey anyway.
“I’ll come with you,” she said. Her tone told us she didn’t quite believe us yet but the only way to resolve it was to show us we were chasing some idiotic fantasy.
We heard voices outside and began to whisper.
“I don’t know if you can, Mom,” I said. “It might be just me and Lia that make the leap.”
“We won’t know if this is all in your heads if we don’t attempt it.”
I swallowed my frustration over her disbelief. “It’s too risky. Last time, I lost hold of Lia, and she arrived days after me. What if you lose hold of us? There’d be no way to get you back—let alone find you.”
Mom gave me her There’s No Sense Arguing look. “You two aren’t going anywhere, if I’m not with you. And if this really is a doorway through time, I want to see it for myself.”
Lia was still shaking her head, looking from Mom to me, as if she couldn’t believe we were having this conversation. “Are you insane? Gabs, I almost lost you—twice! Please…let’s stay here. It’s not safe to go back. Think of it as a trip, a wild adventure we had once. That’s all.”
I stared into her eyes, trying to get her to calm down.
“Lia, I have to go back. Marcello—” My voice broke and I swallowed, hard. “Please.”
She hesitated and I pressed her again, sensing her resolve was slipping.
“Please, Lia.”
Mom shifted from one leg to the other. “Evangelia, you two must be sharing some odd delusion. You have to be. But if…if this is true, if you’ve possibly stumbled upon some miraculous gateway allowing us to go back in time and return—again—it would be one of the top scientific discoveries of all time. How could we not go?”
“Exactly,” I said, leaping on the convenient excuse. Anything to convince Lia.
“Just for a little while, then we come back?” she asked tentatively, looking at me.
“For a little while,” I said.
“And what if in returning, you go back to being poisoned? Bleeding?”
“We’ll take the med kit,” Mom said quietly. “There’re shots of morphine and antibiotics in there. A mini-surgical kit. You won’t be alone, Lia. We’ll take care of her together.”
“You think we’ll be together.”
Mom stared back at her. “To be honest, I’m not quite sure what to think. But you can’t accomplish what you can’t imagine.” Despite the words that told us she believed a measure of what we were saying, I could still see the trace of skepticism around her eyes. Like a part of her believed she would soon get to the scientific basis of our dream-like story.
Lia heaved a sigh and stepped up to the wall. “We have to pull off at the same moment, this time,” she said to me. “Mom, you hold us tight, and whatever happens, don’t let go, all right?”
“We’re more prepared this time,” I said, trying to ease her fears.
Outside, the men’s voices came closer. A shout went up.
They’d discovered our escape.
“Lia,” Mom said in warning, glancing toward the tomb entrance. “I’m praying you aren’t ill, suffering from some sort of mental lapse. Because the last thing I need is Manero to find all three of us in here.”
“If you think Manero’s bad,” Lia muttered, “wait ’till you meet some of the dudes ahead of us.”
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My plan worked pretty well. The heat behind our hand intensified until I could barely stand it; I felt caught, like my skin was becoming fused to the stone of the tomb wall and feared both choices—ripping it away or never being able to do so again. The light became our cue. Above us, the hole again showcased a time-lapse video of trees growing and falling, burning, growing again. Everything was heavy, slow-motion and yet scary-fast, dreamy, like moving through water with ankle weights. The hole above us disappeared, the grave robbers come and gone in a partial breath, and then the entrance stone was gone, letting light rush in from the side. 
That’s when I saw it.
A pile of clothes, right in the center.
A scroll, rolled and tied.
Marcello.
I looked into Lia’s eyes and screamed, “Now!” as I pulled my palm from the searing heat. My shout came and went so fast it was impossible for even me to hear, but Lia knew. She’d been watching.
At that point I couldn’t feel Mom. But when I fell back on top of her, I laughed in relief. Seconds later, Lia appeared beside us. We lunged to catch her and managed to break most of her fall, then laughed in relief and hugged one another.
“That was crazy! I’ve never experienced anything like it,” Mom said, her eyes alight.
“Yeah,” I agreed. There was something oddly comforting in having Mom with us. I smiled along with her. Lia rose, face glum.
“Everyone in one piece?” Mom asked, staring at each of us as if she wanted us to count off ten fingers and ten toes. 
“Fine, fine,” I said. I felt my side. Still all healed, as if I’d had the wound ten years before rather than just days ago.
“No ache in your gut?” Lia said. “No poison?”
I shook my head. “Whatever happens in that time tunnel seems to fix whatever is wrong. I’m good.” I stood up and made my way to the clothing. He’d been thoughtful enough to recall my awkward twenty-first century clothes, the last time I showed up, and figured out a way for me to avoid embarrassment again. He’d hoped I’d return—the clothes proved it. Not that I really needed proof. I remembered his intense demand, uttered just hours ago for me, weeks for him—“Return to me, and you shall find me waiting.”
I handed Mom a gown. “Trust me, you’ll want to put that on.”
Lia was still fortunately in hers, and Marcello’d left two. I could slip on the other and be done with the bloody one. I reached for the note and unrolled the parchment scroll. I fought the urge to run all the way to the castle as I read.
Gabriella, welcome. Please, hasten to the castle at once, but be especially cautious of enemies about. They would consider your capture a sure victory. I await you. –Marcello
“He’s waiting for me,” I said, letting the scroll roll up again. “At least he was.” I looked beside the clothing. My broadsword, with its sheath worn on the back, and a dagger. Beside it, Lia’s bow and arrows. I reached for the sword and wiped a fine layer of dust from the hilt. How long had it been lying here? How long had I been gone, really?
“These men know you?” Mom said, picking up and studying the finely crafted bow before handing it to Lia.
“I told you,” Lia said grumpily. “This place is rough. We may very well have to fight for our lives.”
Mom stared at her for a long moment. Judging from her face, it was all sinking in. “Well, let’s make the most of it, shall we?” Her face was exploding with as much anticipation as wariness. “How do we explain ourselves? Surely you had to concoct some sort of story.”
I looked at Lia, and together, we pieced together as much as we could in regard to what we had said. “We’re from Normandy. You are a merchantess but have been missing for a while. That’s our cover story—it’s what brought Lia and me to Toscana, to search for you, where we last heard from you.”
“I am a merchant? In what goods do I trade?” Mom paused and her fingers went to her lips. “And tell me, what sort of Italian is this that is coming out of my mouth?”
“Dante’s own, I think,” I returned, in the same dialect. “It comes with the leap. You’ll find the medieval-speak comes fairly easy too. It’s kind of like watching one of Shakespeare’s plays—you know, at first, you can barely keep up with what they’re saying, and then, boom, you hear it coming out of your own mouth. Oh, and you deal in ancient artifacts,” I said with a grin. “Although they’re fairly superstitious about entering old tombs. You’ll have to be careful on that front.”
“Yeah, they wouldn’t like it if you started excavating,” Lia said. “Think like a medieval merchant, Mom.”
“They suspected us of witchcraft, last time they found us coming out of here in our modern clothes,” I said. “It wouldn’t be pretty if they really decided we were.”
Lia picked up her quiver, then moved toward the entrance and crawled out to the edge.
“All clear?” I asked. Last time, I’d emerged into the center of a battle between the Forellis and Paratores.
“All clear,” she said over her shoulder. Quickly, I put on my gown, a deep green, and pulled on the matching slippers. I helped Mom with hers, a blue one probably meant for Lia, and then we moved to join her outside.
I sucked in my breath. We’d left in the heat of summer. Now a cold wind blew up through the valley, shaking leaves of autumn from the oaks. “Okay, so I missed our exit point by a few months.”
“Let’s hope it’s the same year,” Lia said, sliding her bow over her shoulder.
My heart paused and then pounded at her words. What if I was off by a year or more? What if Marcello was no longer a guy about my age, but rather a middle-aged man? I shivered.
That would be…awkward.
Mom pulled up short around the bend, staring with wide eyes at the Forelli castle ahead of us, and then back behind us; the Paratore towers were just barely peeking over the hilltop.
“I told you,” I said, going back to loop my arm through hers.
“I see it,” she said, bringing her hand to her forehead and shading her eyes, still staring at the castles, “but I’m still trying to believe what I’m seeing.”
I studied them with her, trying to remember that feeling of utter surprise the first time I’d seen both castellos in their original splendor and perfection. But my eyes settled on the flags, waving in the brisk, fall wind. Both the Paratore and Forelli castellos were flying the Forelli gold. So they’d managed to hold it, even with the newly drawn border. I wondered if that meant the Sienese forces were constantly under attack. The Fiorentini—the people of Firenze—would not, could not deal with such a shift. No wonder Marcello had left the warning of “enemies about.” Cautiously, we picked our way through the woods, telling Mom all we could from our last visit, so she’d be prepared, ready for what was ahead.
Lia was telling her about Lord Paratore, and her escape, and of Luca and Marcello, when we reached the creek, barely trickling at this point in the season. “This was the border between the properties when we arrived,” I said, balancing on a large rock and hopping to the next. “It changed course at some point, winding the opposite way around the hill with the tombs, and suddenly, bam, the Paratores thought they could claim it for Firenze. Of course, they weren’t really thinking the Forellis would fight ’em for it…”
I looked back and saw Mom was stuck again, her face stricken. I glanced at Lia and she looked back to me with concern. Yeah, my mom was getting it now, for sure. And apparently, she wasn’t into this kind of reality.
“Mom?”
“I’m fine,” she said to me, but she sat down awkwardly on a boulder, so distracted that she almost missed it. She looked to the forest ahead—the castles no longer in sight—and then over to us. “I just realized that if all this is true, then all of what you told me is true.” Her big eyes found mine. “You almost died.”
I held her gaze a moment and then nodded soberly. “Yes. It’s true. But I also felt alive, really alive, Mom, for the first time. I feel alive here,” I amended. “There is something here that we’re missing in our own time…something I can’t really define.”
Lia let out a dismissive sound and jumped across three rocks. “I’ll give you your definition. It’s spelled M-a-r-c-e-l-l-o.”
Cute, I said to her silently with my thank-you-very-little expression. “It’s more than that,” I said to Mom. “Maybe it’s because these people,” I waved around us, “are so close to death all the time that they know something we don’t—how to embrace life. Really live. Take every minute for what it’s worth. Maybe we’ve lost something vital in our own time, something—”
“Don’t let her get all philosophical on you, Mom,” Lia cut in, from the other side of the shallow stream. “It’s love that made her want to come back. If Marcello wasn’t here, we wouldn’t be here, no matter how bad you wanted to test the theory.”
Mom stared at me for a long moment. I shrugged. “She’s probably right. But still, there’s something more. Wait and see. You’ll know what I’m talking about.” I jumped across the remaining stones and slid back into my slippers as Mom hopped across too.
We felt the horses approaching before we saw them.
“Quick, hide,” I said, pulling my sword from its sheath. We separated, Mom hiding behind a boulder, and Lia and me sliding between thick trees. She drew an arrow over her bowstring.
The men came galloping past and broke formation as they crossed the riverbed. Three pairs, heading north, toward Firenze. Behind us, at Castello Forelli, an alarm bell clanged. They were sounding the alarm. Another answered ahead, at Castello Paratore.
We glimpsed men rounding a turn on the road behind us. A scouting party, from Firenze, sent to judge the current condition of Siena’s hold on this corner of the republic, I guessed.
We heard more horses and sank deeper into the foliage.
Twelve men in Forelli gold galloped past, so fast I barely could make them out. I edged forward, torn between crying out to them and not wanting to interfere in a chase. But as I stepped forward, I knew that the man at the front was Marcello. 
Marcello.
A shout died in my throat. I felt suddenly shy, wondering if things were the same between us, or if they’d changed in whatever time had gone by. For him.
The men crossed the riverbed and gathered speed up the road on the other side. I looked around nervously, wondering if there might be other enemy knights about, if I was foolishly giving up on the only protection my mom and sister and I really had.
Marcello.
It was then that he raised his hand and pulled up. He cocked his head, like he was listening, while his men streamed past him, belatedly pulling back on their own reins.
Marcello wheeled his horse around and studied the length of the river. At last, his eyes met mine. He was in motion so fast, dismounting, running, it made my heart skip a beat. Luca reached for his reins, and frowning, looked toward us, wondering what had drawn his master’s attention.
But Marcello’s eyes were only on me.
I let out a low cry and ran toward him too, ignoring the puddles of water that I trudged through to meet him in the middle of the riverbed.
He reached me at last and swept me into his arms, kissing my cheeks, my eyes, my hair. “Gabriella, Gabriella,” he moaned. He pulled back and stared at me, as if he thought me a ghost. “You returned,” he said softly, cradling my cheeks in his hands. “You returned,” he repeated in a whisper.
“I could do nothing else, m’lord,” I said.
“You are well? Whole? Healed?”
“Completely.”
“God on high be praised. I prayed for it, every waking hour of every day.” He kissed me then, shortly, his lips lingering on mine for a moment. The men hooted and teased Marcello. Luca was there, then, as were my sister and mother.
But I didn’t miss the fact that two men took up a protective stance on their mounts on every side of us, forming a barrier. Danger was clearly all about.
Marcello seemed to remember himself. We stepped apart and he bowed toward my mother. “Lady Betarrini, I presume. Your daughters favor your beauty. I would’ve known you anywhere. I am Sir Marcello Forelli. This is my cousin and captain, Luca Forelli.”
“Sir Marcello and Sir Luca,” she said with a regal nod that made her look every inch a true lady. “My daughters told me of your kind hospitality when they were here of late. I am indebted to you for looking after them.”
“’Tis I who am indebted to you, m’lady,” he said with a bow. “You have allowed Lady Gabriella to return. Kindly accept our escort and shelter at Castello Forelli again. It would honor us greatly.”
“You are most kind,” she said. “We accept.”
“M’lady,” he said to Mom, “may I have a moment with Lady Gabriella?”
Mom paused for a second and her eyes flicked back and forth between us. She gave a long, slow nod, and I had to wonder a bit about her. Since when did she have a dramatic side? Or was she just playing up the whole Mom role because I hadn’t asked permission for this Seriously Dating thing?
Marcello smiled and I set my hand atop his, a thrill running up my arm at our skin-to-skin contact. We walked down a small deer path and past some trees. When we had a measure of privacy, he pulled me into his arms and kissed me, slowly, then more searchingly. Carefully, as if he suspected I was still injured. Then he pulled me close and whispered into my hair. “Was it a horrible ordeal, Gabriella? Did your doctors find a way to heal you?”
“Nay,” I said, pulling back enough to look up and into his eyes. “There’s something about the portal that heals, Marcello. The poison, the wound, bleeding when I left…it was all as if it had happened years before. As soon as I arrived it was gone. I could still see the blood upon my gown, and there is a scar, but I suffered no longer. All was well.”
“’Tis a miracle,” he said, stroking my hair. He lifted my hands to his lips and kissed the knuckles one at a time, staring into my eyes. “You are a miracle. Here. Now. God had been gracious to return you to my side.”
I smiled and nodded. How else could I explain it?
“You are here for good, Gabriella?” he asked, and his brown eyes, so warm, so searching, begged me to promise it. I wanted to. Everything in me said I had to stay with this man forever, every minute of every day I could spare. There was no other place I wanted to be.
“I do not know,” I said, forcing the words from my lips.
He frowned. “How can you not know? You have your sister, your mother. Me. What else do you need?”
“It is not I who would need anything more,” I said. “But Mom—my mother—and Lia. Marcello, it’s a lot to ask of them.”
“We will simply have to convince them that all the Ladies Betarrini belong here.”
I felt a smile tugging at the corners of my lips again. “And you think that an easy task, then? Choosing to move to another era?”
“I can be quite charming,” he said smugly. His eyes narrowed. “Mayhap that has escaped you.”
I laughed under my breath. Hardly. “Nay, m’lord. It has not.”
“Excellent. Then we shall simply turn our efforts toward your sister and mother. Together, we shall convince them that this is where you belong.”
He wasn’t going to get an argument from me. He leaned down and closed his eyes and gently kissed me, then broke it off just when I wanted to pull him closer. “Come, m’lady. We must get to the castello. I have neglected your security in a selfish desire to have you to myself.”
“Those men we saw…”
“Spies from Firenze. They’ve been relentless since you’ve been gone. We’ve caught several of them. But still, they come, seeking to find the weakness that will bring us down. Our days of battle are far from over. And you, my love, are at the heart of it. I’ve heard that men of Firenze have searched from Napoli to Venezia for the Ladies Betarrini.”
“Us? What do they want from us?” I glanced toward my mom and sister, taking comfort in the sight of Marcello’s men still acting all commando around them.
“Nothing good, I can assure you,” he said, pulling me close in an embrace that spoke of shielding, shelter.
Nothing good. “I’m fairly adept at making friends, but it seems I'm even better at making mortal enemies, no?”
Marcello pulled back and smiled at me with that grin I loved, his eyes glinting. “All fine leaders tend to have such effect. But now, I must insist we take our conversation to the safety of the castello.”
I stifled a sigh and we moved back to the path and rejoined the group on the road. Luca was making Lia giggle.
“Mayhap we shall have assistance in our quest to convince your family to remain,” Marcello said in my ear.
“Mayhap,” I said. But I knew it’d be tough to sell either of them on the idea. Mom would probably want to try and reach Etruscan times. Seriously, how could she pass it up? My only chance was to get her intrigued with medieval society and history on the verge of the Renaissance, a tall order. But my sister? She wanted life as we’d always known it. Safe. Secure. Easy. And if Mom or I were in danger…if we neared death again? It’d be all over. She’d lose it, totally lose it.
He gestured to his men and two brought horses forward. Luca reluctantly lifted Lia up and behind Giovanni, looking like he wished he was the one to bring her to the castello. Another knight lifted my mother to the top of Pietro’s mount. Marcello helped me to the back of his and then carefully mounted, so as not to unseat me. I wrapped my arms around his waist, inhaling the scent of him—all forest and spice and everything nice...
I wasn’t dreaming. We’d made it. “How long have we been gone?” I whispered, remembering that I’d need to know such facts.
“Almost three months,” he said lowly over his shoulder. “Every hour seemed like a day to me.” We rode in silence for a bit. “It is good you returned with your mother in tow. We told everyone that after seeking out a doctor, you had gone in search of her. Which, of course, was what sent our enemy to seek you as well.”
“Perfetto,” I said, pulling a bit closer to him and resting my cheek against the breadth of his back. “At least it kept a few of them busy and away from you.”
We arrived at the castle too quickly. It felt too good to be holding onto Marcello to let go just yet.
Guards, twice the number as there were when we left, lowered their bows when they saw the Forelli gold. A guard shouted his greeting. “Caught yourself some pretty Ghibbelines, m’lord?”
“Nay, even better,” Marcello shouted back. “Guelph, through and through.”
I heard one shout our names, when he recognized us. “The Ladies Betarrini!”
“None other,” Marcello said. “Open the gates!”
“Open the gates!” repeated the guard.
We heard the metallic slide of the giant, reinforced crossbeam. Marcello, out on patrol. Gates, sealed up tight. Double the normal guards at the parapets. I shivered. “You are expecting a battle today, even after chasing those spies out?”
“The Fiorentini do not mount an all-out war, but they poke at us, constantly. We have to be ever at the ready. We’ve lost five men.”
“And the Fiorentini?”
I could feel the laughter rumble in his chest. “Far more.”
“The Sienese? They are coming to your aid?”
“There is a contingent in Castello Paratore and another beyond Castello Forelli. Truly, we are on the brink of war if this continues. Rest assured we are far from alone.”
That comforted me. The night we’d taken Castello Paratore and freed Lia had been a brutal one. I’d hate to encounter twice the number of enemies without twice the number of allies.
I smiled as the courtyard came into my view, bustling with activity. Clearly, there were many visitors from Siena and beyond. As one of the most northerly outposts for the Commune of Siena, Castello Forelli was destined to be a hub for politicians, soldiers and merchants alike. Far more than when I first arrived. But it’s been three months.
We pulled to a stop. Marcello dismounted, then reached for me. I took his arm, barely able to keep myself from grinning.
And then I saw her, across the clearing, on the arm of another, dimly familiar man. Heading our way.
Lady Romana Rossi.
Marcello’s intended. Potential assassin. Had she not tried to poison me?
I stopped and glanced at Marcello.
His brows lowered over his handsome brown eyes. “I shall explain.” He shook his head. “Please. Tread carefully. Our betrothal pledge has been broken. But other alliances had to be considered.”
I looked from him to the diminutive woman approaching. What did he mean, it was broken? Then why was she still here?
“Lady Betarrini,” she said, smiling just a bit too sweetly. “What a lovely surprise.”
“Lady Rossi,” I said, trying my best to give her a civil nod. Had she known? Given the doctor the directive to poison me? Or had she been an innocent pawn?
“We welcome your return,” said the man beside her.
My eyes shifted to him and then widened. “Fortino!” He’d changed so much, I hadn’t recognized him. He’d gained a good twenty pounds and had a healthy pink tinge to his cheeks. Now, he was clearly Marcello’s brother, even more similar in stature, although Marcello was taller and slightly broader. “It is good to see you so well, m’lord.”
“It is good to be so well,” he returned with a nod. “We have continued the treatments you prescribed, and I have enjoyed far better health.”
“I am so glad,” I said. I wished I could go to him and hug him. It was a miracle, to leave him sicker than I’d ever seen anyone and find him well just hours later.
“You were reunited with your mother?” he asked, looking beyond me, to Lia and Mom, who came up behind us.
“Indeed. M’lord, may I present my mother, Lady Betarrini?”
“M’lady, it is a distinct pleasure,” Fortino said, bowing. On his arm, Romana curtsied prettily, the very picture of femininity. “This is my wife-to-be, Lady Romana Rossi.”
I stiffened.
Fortino? with Romana? Other alliances to be considered.
She turned catlike eyes on me. “Lord Marcello was quite taken with you, Lady Betarrini,” she said, barely covering the jealousy in her tone. “It left us at significant odds, as you can imagine, with both our houses so intent upon our union. Thank the saints that you proved to be as adept as a healer as you were a…” She smiled demurely, apparently catching herself from saying something she ought not. “Figurehead,” she finished. “Fortino made such excellent gains on his health.” She smiled up at him, and he smiled down at her. “We’d always been fond of each other. It wasn’t long before Fortino arrived at the perfect solution.”
Fortino. Yeah, right, it was all his idea. Sure. The chick had seen that Fortino was going to recover and become lord of the castle so she went for him instead. It probably would’ve happened, even if I had never showed up and Fortino improved. This girl was all about the power.
My mom and I shared a look, and that second of silent understanding, connection, took me back. How long had it been since we’d done that? For years, the most I’d seen of my mother’s eyes was in the rearview mirror en route to the dig site. Well, except for when my dad died. That’d brought all three of us together in a new way. Not close, exactly. But closer. For the worst reasons I could imagine.
Thoughts of Dad made me remember Lord Forelli. I hadn’t seen him since we arrived. “And what of your father, Marcello?” I asked carefully, already guessing the answer.
“His weak heart gave way a fortnight after you departed,” he said.
Everyone crossed themselves, like they were warding off spirits or something. Awkwardly, me, my mom and sister did the same, a second late to really blend in.
“What of Lady Rossi’s trusted doctor?” I asked lightly, speaking to him with my eyes. You know, the guy who poisoned me? “Was he ever found?”
“He was a blackguard. An agent of the Fiorentini,” Marcello said levelly, silently asking me to let it go with slightly widened eyes. I’ll fill you in later, he seemed to be saying.
“My father discovered the treachery,” Lady Rossi said, “and he went to Marcello, and they captured both he and Lord Foraboschi as they tried to escape to Firenze.”
“Trust me when I say that they paid for their crimes,” Fortino said. “Men shall think twice before they are willing to aid our enemy.”
But the doctor and Lord Foraboschi, had been close to the Rossis for years. My eyes flicked over Romana, adoringly looking up at Fortino. How could her father, one of the ruling Nine, be so duped?
I wasn’t buying it but Fortino seemed earnest, like he was trying to reassure me with this news. Perhaps Romana was innocent after all…and I was being overly suspicious. “I am glad to hear that they faced justice and are dead,” I said to Fortino. “I confess, I worried they might still be about.”
Mom tucked her head, frowning at my radical words. It’d take her a little while to get into this It’s Us or Them mindset. Not that I was eager for her to know the Fiorentini were in an all-out search for me and Lia. Marcello’s odd hesitation, and the look I’d caught the brothers sharing, made me return my attention to him.
Marcello edged closer and shook his head a little. “Gabriella, they were tortured and imprisoned. But they were recently traded for Sienese prisoners.”
He took my hand. Did Romana stiffen, beside me? “They are far from here, Gabriella. No one shall harm you again. Not if I can help it.”
They were beautiful, warm words. But I knew that no person could protect another from death. Life was life—temporary, a blip on the screen. The doctor had poisoned me while Marcello danced with Romana in the same room! And Dad had died on a road not two miles from our apartment, maybe ten minutes after talking to Mom on the phone.
My eyes moved to Romana. Castello Forelli still might have a devil within her gates, a serious threat. Staring at her—pretty, demure, all Girl in Love—I knew I had to be right.
Or was I just jealous, wanting her gone from my life? This woman who almost became Marcello’s wife?
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Fortino demanded a feast that evening, and within hours, we were sitting down to a table laden with baked hens, roast pig, figs, currants, pears in Greek-wine syrup, meat pies and generous loaves of bread. I spread a dollop of churned butter on my bread and eyed my mother as Fortino asked where we had finally been reunited. 
“I was in Piacenza, convalescing from a fall,” she said. I had never known my mother to lie, but she did so with convincing authority. “My hired men turned on me, stole everything I had and fled.” She shook her head in dismay.
“How horrid,” Romana said. “Tis not safe for a woman to travel alone. Who might we thank for preserving you?”
Fortino coughed and Romana immediately stood to pour more water in his goblet. Since when did Romana play the servant? This was a new one. But even as she was pouring, she returned her gaze to my mother, not letting her off the hook. My eyes narrowed.
“If it had not been for the kindness of pilgrims on the Via Francigena, I might have perished.” Smart, my mother was. Brilliant, really. Pilgrims on a holy road would be impossible to find. Gone come sunrise. Scattered.
Romana’s eyebrows came together in confusion. “Wherever did you stay, m’lady? With what funds?”
Mom stared back at her, the hint of a smile on her lips. “The pilgrims paid for my lodging, leaving me enough to see me to health.”
“Just like the good Samaritan,” Fortino said, patting Romana’s hand as if to say, That’s enough now. Let it go.
“Indeed,” said my mother. “My daughters found me just before I would have been cast out.”
“Saints be praised,” Fortino said.
“Saints be praised,” said the rest of the table.
But Romana’s voice was little more than a whisper.
“When word reaches Siena that the Ladies Betarrini have returned,” Fortino said, “oh the feasting shall be grand indeed.”
“Add to that the union of the house of Rossi with the house of Forelli,” Romana added, “and there won’t be a wine cask left corked.”
My smile faded when I saw Marcello. He looked grim and was shaking his head. “We cannot take them to Siena,” he said to his brother, carefully avoiding looking my way.
“We can do nothing but,” Fortino replied. He was much more forceful in his speech. A new man, really. Was it his health? Love? The promise of a future? He gestured over to us. “They’ll drive us home at the point of pitchfork and sword if we do not bring the She-Wolves of Siena to be properly honored. What happened here, on their last eve—we all bear the burden of responsibility to right such wrongs. And mark my words, Lord Rossi shall be the most insistent of them all.”
Marcello leaned forward, eyebrows furrowed. He shook his head again. “Brother, it is best that the Ladies Betarrini remain here.”
Fortino
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