
W e  paused  on  our  hike,  panting  and  wiping  our  upper 

lips as our guide—the old Italian farmer who owned this 

land—chopped down a small sapling, clearing the overgrown trail. 

“Ecco, vedi,” he said, pointing at the ground. See, here.

“See that?” my mom cried, pushing the tree branch back farther, 

squatting beside a slightly sculpted limestone paver. Not really expect-

ing a response, she spoke more to herself—or was it Dad’s ghost she 

addressed?—than to us. But the hairs on the back of my neck prickled 

with echoed excitement.

“Here, too,” she said, her blue eyes wide, pointing at another. She 

followed our guide, tossing her Danish blonde braid over her shoulder, 

ignoring the brambles scratching at her lean, tanned legs. She never 

noticed much of anything in such situations. I could fall and break 

my leg, but it would take a fair amount of screaming for her to turn 

around and tune in.

My sister, Lia, rolled her blue eyes—so much like Mom’s—as if to 

say, Oh brother, here we go again.

We’d seen it before. My mother, Dr. Adri Betarrini, was on the trail 

of more Etruscans, the mysterious people who predated the Romans 

in this region of Italy. Most considered her and my dad to be the pre-
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eminent Etruscan scholars in the world. When he died, archeologists 

from around the world showed up to pay their respects at the funeral.

Sighing, I followed my mom up the trail. If we didn’t stay right 

behind her, this crazy path was likely to spring closed, and the woods 

would swallow her and the guide up like fairies in the forest. Finding 

these ruins had become like an obsession to her, some crazy connection 

to my dad.

“C’mon, Lia,” I grumbled over my shoulder. My sister liked these 

hikes less than I did and tended to fall behind, examining a ;ower or 

particular branch, always planning another sketch in her mind. If I let 

her, she’d sit down right where she was and draw, as lost and absorbed 

as our mother became in a dig.

“Wait up, Gabi.”

Frowning at her slow pace, I looked back, then forward again. I 

had a moment of panic as the trees closed in around me. In most parts 

of Tuscany, the trees were farther apart and olderV grand old oaks and 

pines dominated more space. Here the saplings were young, 3ghting 

one another and the underbrush for their place in the sun. But then my 

mom popped into view, climbing a large boulder behind the goatlike 

farmer.

We paused beneath them and looked up.

The old man looked back at Mom with a mixture of curiosity and 

triumph in his eyes. “It is good, no?” he said.

My mother seemed to 3nd her voice. “Good,” she said with a 

cough. “jery good.” I could tell by her voice she was really excited 

but trying to guard her reaction. She knew better than to let her 

enthusiasm show in the midst of bargaining for land to excavate.

“What is it, Mom?” I asked, a bit put out to not be clued in.
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“What’d they 3nd, Gabi?” Lia asked.

“I don’t know.”

Mom wasn’t listening to us, so I picked my way through the 

remaining brush and then climbed the rock.

The old, sturdy farmer reached down to help me, and then my 

sister, up. My mother was already making her way forward through 

the bramble. The forest thinned here, and bigger trees dotted a 3eld 

before us. But I knew that was not what had captured my mom’s 

attention—it was the rounded burial mounds, covered in thousands 

of years of soil and grass, nearly swallowed forever.

As we battled our way forward, I glimpsed the remains of an old 

medieval castle on the next hill, undoubtedly the domain of a lost lord 

of Toscana, now barely more than a few standing walls and the slight 

curve of one tower.

My mother ignored it. She had eyes only for her guide and these 

ancient, curved tumuli—like none we’d seen other than a site south 

of Roma. He led her to the nearest mound and beckoned me and Lia 

forward. As we got closer, we could see that the top had been opened, 

like a wax seal on a clay Oar.

Hurriedly, my mother shrugged o! her day pack, her eyes shining 

in the sun. I did the same, studying her intense expression as her long, 

elegant 3ngers found her ;ashlight and she moved out, leaving her 

backpack open. Clearly, she thought we’d found the elusive colony.

The one Dad had been looking for when he died.

I 3shed for a bottle of water as she gingerly moved forward. These 

old tombs were inexplicably strong, given that most of them were over 

a couple thousand years old. But that didn’t mean they weren’t Oust as 

likely to collapse as stand.
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“Gabriella, come help me,” Mom said over her shoulder, her eyes 

focusing on me, really focusing, for the 3rst time. I surged into action, 

Oust steps behind her.

Mom crawled up and over the arc of the structure, which was little 

more than thigh-high, it was so buried, and then reached back to pull 

the ;ashlight from her waistband. I took hold of her belt as she leaned 

over and then into the hole, her head and torso disappearing as she 

hung halfway into the old tomb.

“Mom,” I warned, anxious that she might fall.

“It’s okay, Gabs,” she called, her voice all mu<ed and echoing.

I held my breath as her body shifted left, but still, the old tomb 

held.

“=kay, pull me up>”

We knew as soon as she straightened and we saw her face, but still 

she announced it. “Fourth century>” she cried, grinning and falling 

into my arms, reaching out to include Lia. I hadn’t felt that much Ooy 

from her in months. I didn’t want the hug to end.

Fourth century. She meant BC. As in, Before Christ. Seriously old.

She’d found it. The lost city of the Etruscans.

She moved out to take a closer look at the other eleven mounds, 

and I sat down on a rock beside Lia. Gradually, I felt my smile fade. I 

looked around and over my shoulder.

I wanted to be happy for her. I did. It was her dream, this. But it 

also meant that my entire summer was now claimed.

By this place.

The middle of nowhere.

Where the nearest unattached boy appeared to be about seventy 

years old.



O kay, fast forward. Over the next few weeks, my mom settled 

in, gndinu ps a lame a—artmentb—ro1a1ly 1pilt in the 970js, 

-pduinu 1y the 1prntcoranue and avoIado deIor. Rt was optside Cadda 

in ’hianti, whiIh, trpst me, was not a ha——eninD town, and still a 

thirtycminpte drive down stomaIhc1endinu roads and a hike into the 

arIheolouiIal site. Lid R mention she made me and 5ia uet p— at :?jj 

a.m. every morninu to Iome with herT “he only uood thinu a1opt that 

was that we uladly hit the —illow early eaIh niuht, and R was a1le to 

dream of 1etter —laIes for a teen to s—end her spmmer.

“hinus —rouressed as ex—eIted on the tpmpli ”Iam—ps,F as my 

mom Ialled it, with two of the old tom1s already laruely free of the 

gve feet of soil that onIe sprropnded them, and all trees and 1rpsh Ipt 

down and —plled away from the remaininu tom1s. “he rest wopld 1e 

pnearthed 1y volpnteers from Coma and zirenAe, as well as BmeriIan 

pniversity Iam—pses, in the Iominu weeks. Spt my mother had 1een 

all exIited a1opt uettinu inside these grst twobthe one the farmer had 

1roken intob”“om1 “woFband the other, the one she referred to as 

”the mother shi—.F

Nhe wopldnDt let ps near them. Npre, as pspal, she was ha——y 

enopuh to hand ps a shovel and —ail and tell ps to diu as Ilose as six 

inIhes to the strpItpre. Spt insideT Eo. Nhe and my dad had always 
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1een like that at a diu. Yorried weDd ”Iom—romiseF a site. Uop —raIc

tiIally needed a doItoral deuree to enter pntil everythinu was doIc

pmented from to— to 1ottom, sketIhed, —hotoura—hed, glmed and 

louued on —a—er. “hen, a Iop—le weeks later, theyDd let ”the kidsF in.

SasiIally, R was siIk of it. R was seventeen. R felt iunored. Jsed. Hpst 

how mpIh damaue Iopld 5ia and R do to the —laIeT Bnd R was Ipriops. 

Mad this site really 1een worth my dadDs lifeT

No R was a little 1it urpm—y when we drove p— that morninu and 

tiredly 1linked in the —ink, earlycmorninu liuht. “he new dirt road was 

1loIked 1y two pniformed upards and a -ee— with the words Societa 

Archaeologico dell’ Italia em1laAoned on the side. Yhenever these upys 

showed p—, it inevita1ly meant delays and trop1le for my —arents.

B man ste——ed opt of the 1aIk of the -ee—, wearinu khaki slaIks 

and a starIhed white shirt that was rolled at the sleeves, as well as 

ex—ensive leather shoes. Me looked like the sliIk, rival arIheolouist 

in the grst Rndiana Hones moviebyeah, my —arents loved those old 

…iIksband my mom reaIted the same way Rndy had, mptterinu the 

manDs name like a Iprse word. ”Manero.F

R knew, if she Iopld, sheDd 1anu her head auainst the steerinu wheel. 

R ulanIed over at 5ia, in the 1aIk seat, and raised my 1rows. Ye hadnDt 

rpn aIross Lr. 2anero for more than a year, 1pt the last timePwell, it 

wasnDt —retty. Lad almost deIked him, he was so mad.

’opld 2anero shpt her down for uood this timeT “he p—shot 

wopld 1e weDd have to uo home to ’oloradobor at least to Coma or 

zirenAe for a timeb1pt 2om wopld 1e seriopsly 1pmmed.

”LoItor Setarrini,F Lr. 2anero ureeted her in a thiIk Rtalian 

aIIent, as my mom rolled down the window.

”LoItor,F 2om retprned with a nod, her voiIe even, —olite.
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”RDve reviewed yopr doIpmentation in the ’ommpneFb1y 

’ommpne, he meant Nienab”and disIovered yop havenDt gled forms 

8j9S or L for this diu,F he said, Irossinu his arms.

”Rmauine yop, diuuinu aropnd in opr —a—erwork,F 2om mptc

tered. Nhe still had a ha1it of referrinu to —ro-eIts as ours, the resplt of 

two deIades of workinu alonuside my dad. R wondered how lonu that 

wopld last. RDd kinda miss it when she sto——ed.

”Yhat was that yop saidTF 2anero asked, leaninu down toward 

her window o—eninu.

”R  IanDt  imauine we didnDt  gle  the riuht  —a—erwork,F  2om 

amended. ”Ye gled over gfty doIpments.F

”Rt seems a Iommon —ro1lem for yop,F he said with a thincli——ed 

smile. ”Blways one or two missinu, it seems.F

”Bnd yop a——ear to have a——ointed yoprself as opr —ersonal upard 

dou,F my mom said, losinu —atienIe.

”“his isnDt a1opt yop,F 2anero said, standinu ereIt auain. Me 

uestpred 1ehind himself. ”R upard RtaliaDs treaspres. “hat is my only 

uoal.F

2y mom looked p— at the Ieilinu of the Iar as if she wanted to 

sIream.

”qlease,F 2anero said. ”RDve set p— a tent 1eside yopr own. 5et ps 

disIpss what mpst ha——en for yop to Iontinpe yopr work here.F

”Uop mean, in order for yop to horn in on the ulory,F 2om said.

”qlease,F 2anero re—eated. ”5et ps sit down and disIpss this as 

fellow sIholars. R have es—resso in a thermos.PF Me smiled, Ilearly 

tryinu to kiss p— to her.

”Gs—ressoTF my mom said, her tone softeninu.
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”Sì.F Lr. 2aneroDs sliuht smile moved aIross his handsome faIe. 

Me reaIhed for the door handle and o—ened it. ”Nopnds invitinu on 

this Ihilly morninu, does it notTF

2om iunored his optstretIhed hand and Ilim1ed opt on her own, 

slamminu the door. Nhe 1rpshed 1y him. Lr. 2anero hprried to IatIh 

p— with her.

”’Dmon, 5ia, letDs uo see it,F R said.

”Nee whatTF she said, frowninu as if in a fou.

”“he tom1,F R said, eyes wide. ”Ye wonDt uet another IhanIe for, 

whatbanother month or twoT Yhile they de1ate it, letDs uo see what 

the fpss is all a1opt.F

5ia —apsed on the other side of the Iar, door still o—en, and 

frowned at me. ”R dpnno.PF

”’Dmon,F R said, irritated 1y her hesitation. Yhat was the riskT Rf 

we were uoinu to s—end opr spmmer here, we miuht as well know what 

the saIrigIe was for. R, for one, was uoinu to see it, with her or not.

R trpdued —ast the new upards that had arrived with 2anero, 

—retendinu like R was followinu my mom, and after a 1it, ulanIed 1aIk 

to see that 5ia was Iominu after me. R smiled smpuly to myself. R Iopld 

always uet her to do anythinubes—eIially if she felt like she was uettinu 

left 1ehind.

2y mind whirled with memories of my —arentsD hpshed, exIited 

Ionversations, shared in an intimate tone. Rt had always 1een an a!air 

of the mind 1etween them, as well as the heart. “heyDd 1een IonneIted 

like no other Iop—le R had ever known.

RDd loved it. Bnd hated it.

Npre. R was ulad that my —arents loved eaIh other, 1pt we always 

felt left opt. Rt was like 2om and Lad were always in the same or1it, 
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5ia and me in some Ionstellation aropnd them, never 3pite interseItc

inu. R wanted to know what it was like, to share the same airs—aIe, even 

for a moment. Bnd sinIe Lad diedPwell, it was like 2om wasnDt even 

in opr ualaxy at all.

No R trpdued forward, iunorinu the 3pestioninu ulanIes of a Iop—le 

of stpdents headinu in the o——osite direItion. “he spn was Irestinu 

the trees in the east now, Iastinu lonu, dpsty streams of liuht aIross the 

geld, illpminatinu the to—s of wild lavender, s—iralinu p—ward, and the 

domes of the tpmpli.

R iunored my spddenly s—eedinu heart1eat and went direItly to the 

nearest tom1, as if my mother had sent me there on a mission. 5ia was 

riuht 1ehind. qapsinu for a moment at the entranIe of the tpnnel, R 

took a dee— 1reath, 1ent down, and Irawled thropuh, ulad R had my 

-eans on. R ho—ed 2om had left a Iam—inu lantern ahead, as she often 

did on site. Rn a moment, R 1pm—ed into it, and eauerly fpm1led for 

the switIh.

R was inside “om1 “wo. R swpnu my leus aropnd as the lam— 

…iIkered on, Iastinu 1lpe liuht all aropnd.

R ua—ed at the artwork inside. 2om had uone on and on a1opt 

it, 1pt her voiIe had 1eIome like a 1pAAinu 1ee, so RDd tpned her opt. 

Eow R felt 1ad RDd done that. “he Iolors were maunigIent, some of 

the 1est weDd seen. Sriuht. Bnd so many of them.P 2en and women, 

fpllc1odied gupres de—iIted en-oyinu feasts, hpnts, 1attles.

R lifted the lantern and Irpised alonu one wall and then another, 

mopth aua—e, as my sister Iame thropuh the tpnnel.

”6a1i, we really shopldnDt 1e here,F she said, standinu there as if 

she was ready to 1olt.

”YeDre here. BrenDt yop the least 1it IpriopsTF
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”Ues, 1pt yop know how 2om is.F Nhe 1rpshed her hands auainst 

her -eans. ”“heybshe likes to Ihoose when to invite ps in.F

”No weDll aIt spr—rised,F R said. ”’heIk it opt. Rf this is “om1 “wo, 

what is “om1 One likeTF R raised the lantern so that we Iopld 1oth 

1etter see a family dininu at a ta1le, a larue, roasted 1ird on a —latter 

1efore them. ”Rt looks like itDs “hanksuivinu.F

”Rn ’hina. “hatDs a uoose.F

”Eah, not 1iu enopuh. qro1a1ly a —heasant. Or a 3pail.F

”Rf thatDs a 3pail, they urew them 1iu, 1aIk in GtrpsIan times.F

R smiled. ”Okay, a —heasant.F

R moved on down the wall as 5ia stpdied imaues RDd already taken 

in.

B sopnd at the tpnnel entranIe made ps 1oth draw in opr 1reath 

for a moment, 1pt whatever it was moved on, and so did we.

R stared at the —ortrait of a gerIe warrior with sword in hand. Lad 

and R had s—arred from time to time. MeDd 1een trained in the art of 

fenIinu and made me learn too. R didnDt mind mpIhbitDd 1een one 

way we Iopld s—end time touether. Bnd now that he was uone, R kinda 

missed it. Spt this upy on the wall hefted a mpIh heavier, 1roader 

sword than RDd ever —iIked p—.

“o the riuht of the warrior, there was a moon, a spn, and two 

hand—rints. ”’heIk this opt,F R said. Nhe moved over to me. ”Gver seen 

anythinu like itTF

Nhe shook her head. ”Mave yopTF

”Eo.F R handed her the lantern and then lifted my hand to the 

—rint. Rt seemed familiar, somehow. 5ike RDd seen it 1efore, even thopuh 

R knew R hadnDt. R heard my sisterDs spdden intake of 1reathb2om 
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wopld kill me if she fopnd opt R was topIhinu anythinu in hereb1pt 

it was like R IopldnDt sto—. R was drawn to it.

”2om will uropnd yop for weeks for topIhinu that,F 5ia hissed as 

R —pt my hand on the fresIo auain. “he oils from opr skin and anIient 

—aintinus were never to meet4 it was a Iardinal rple in the Setarrini 

work—laIe. R knew this. 5ia knew this. Spt still, R IopldnDt resist.

”RtDs a —erfeIt matIhG 5ookGF R said, noddinu toward the handc

—rint. ”Bnd whatDs weirderPitDs warm, 5ia. Warm.F

Mer anury 1lpe eyes moved from me to the wall in Ionfpsion. 

Ntone wasnDt warm. Rt was never warm.

”2ay1e thereDs a hot s—rinu on the other side.F

”“hopuht of that. Spt R donDt smell any splfpr, do yopTF Ye 

1oth took a 1iu whi! of the air. Eo, -pst yopr standard GtrpsIan 

tom1bwith odors of water eva—orated on old stone. ”Bnd itDs -pst the 

hand—rint thatDs warm. “his hand—rint that gts mine.F R ste——ed 1aIk 

and looked auain to the —air of —rints on the wall. “he left gt my hand, 

1pt the riuht was smallerband was the normalctem—eratpre Iool stone 

RDd Iome to ex—eIt in —laIes like this. ”5ia, here. ’ome here.F R wra——ed 

my riuht arm aropnd her so she Iopld edue in Iloser, direItly 1eside 

me. ”“he left —rint gts my hand, 1pt the riuht is too small.F R ulanIed 

from the —rint to my sister. ”Uop try it.F

5ia ulanIed at me and then toward the tom1 entranIe, down a 

lonu Iorridor to my riuht. Ye were 1oth thinkinu a1opt opr mother 

arupinu with 2anero in Rtalian. R dop1ted the es—resso was hel—inu.

”“heyDre not Iominu anytime soon. 6o on, try it. RtDs so weird, 

topIhinu a hand—rint from someone whoDs 1een dead for thopsands 

of years.F
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R knew 1efore 5iaDs gnuers were settled within the lines that it 

wopld gt as sprely as the other —rint had gt mine.

”R thopuht yop said this one was Iold,F 5ia said.

”R did.F

”RtDsbitDs warm,F she said in wonder.

”Uoprs tooTF R frowned. ”CeallyT Yhen R topIhed itbF

2y voiIe 1roke o! 1eIapse somethinu odd was ha——eninu. “he 

room was s—inninu, slowly, the —aintinus on the wall stretIhinu as if 

R was lookinu at them thropuh a fpnchopse mirror. Bnd the wall was 

uettinu warmer. R tried to —pll my hand away 1pt IopldnDt.

”6a1iGF 5ia Iried. R tried to foIps on her, the only thinu in the 

room that seemed statiI. Mer wide 1lpe eyes …ashed terror. ”RtDs hotGF

R looked p—, to the tom1 raidersD hole. J— to—, R Iopld see trees, 

whiIh Iomforted me for a moment, 1pt then R 1linked and looked 

auain. Mpndredcyearcold oaks were shrinkinu, risinu, shrinkinu, risinu 

like one of those timecla—se IamerasPset to reIord a thopsand years.

“here was no sopnd. R IopldnDt even hear 5ia any lonuer.

2y mind raIed. Mand—rints that gt opr own. Meat where there 

shopld 1e Iold. B room s—inninu, faster and faster a1opt ps. B tom1 

1pilt three or fopr hpndred years 1efore ’hrist Iame to earth. Yere 

weP

R sIreamed, 1pt it Iame opt as a mere 1reath, Iome and uone as if it 

had never ha——ened. R ulanIed p— auain. “he trees optside were risinu, 

shrinkinu, risinu, faster than ever 1efore. Ye had to sto— it. Mad to —pll 

opr hands from the wall. Rt was so hot my skin felt fpsed to it, as if it 

miuht tear the …esh from my —alm if R dared to move. Spt we had to. 

Mad toG
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R looked auain into my sisterDs eyes, silently tellinu her to uet ready, 

sinIe we IopldnDt s—eak. R had to —pt my foot on the wall and yank, so 

sprely was my hand now one with the —rint. Bs R wrenIhed it awaybso 

hard it was like 1reakinu a —owerfpl maunetiI IonneItionbR wra——ed 

1oth arms aropnd my sister and fell to the uropnd 1ehind ps, like a 

foot1all —layer saIkinu the 3parter1aIk. GxIe—t 1aIkward. Spt as my 

shoplder met the travertine …oor, R knew R didnDt have her, after all. 

2y arms were em—ty.

Bnd it was dark. No dark.

R uroaned, takinu stoIk, wonderinu if RDd hit my head. Spt it felt 

okay. Gven my hand had immediately Ieased 1prninu. R 1linked in 

Ionfpsion, ho—inu my vision wopld Ilear. ”5iaTF R ventpred.

Bs soon as R said it, R knew R was alone. 2y voiIe eIhoed aropnd 

the Iham1er with nothinu 1pt inanimate o1-eIts to a1sor1 the sopnd. 

2omDs lantern was lonu uone. Or it had uone opt. J— to—, there was 

no dayliuht. Mad R —assed optT Yas it now niuhtT

Mom’s gonna be so mad…

Spt R deteIted other sopnds, odd, mpIed sopnds, the sopnds of 

men Iryinu opt, and alarminu sopnds like horses, metal Ilanuinu, men 

sIreaminu. Mad 2anero 1ropuht in reinforIementsT

”2omTF R Iried. ”5iaGF

R had to have hit my head, foruotten. R looked p—bwillinu my eyes 

to see stars, moonliuht, anythinub1pt was only met with darkness.

”MeyGF R yelled p—ward. ”Mey, RDm in hereGF Bll R Iopld think 

was that the Societa Archeologica upys had ordered the tom1 resealed, 

re—laIinu the stone and Ioverinu the hole. 2y mom had lost her temc

—orary -prisdiItion over the site and somehow had not notiIed that 

my sister and R were insidebor at least R wasb1efore it was resealed. 
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Bs for the warm hand—rint, my sisterDs disa——earanIe, the timecla—se 

forestPR had no idea what that was all a1opt.

R had to have fainted or somethinu. Or —iIked p— some weird 1pu 

and was rpnninu a fever. 2ay1e, in o—eninu p— these tom1s, weDd 

awakened some odd virps. “hatDd 1e pnIool. R reaIhed p— to feel my 

forehead, fplly ex—eItinu a rauinu fever. Spt it didnDt feel like it.

”LonDt —aniI,F R said to myself, feelinu my heart raIe. ”6a1riella, 

uet a uri—.F RDd s—ent far too many years in and opt of GtrpsIan tom1s 

to 1e Iree—ed opt. Bnd R knew where the entranIe was. R knew the way 

opt.

R uot to my feet and felt my way toward the Iorridor. ”Norry, 

2om,F R mpttered, knowinu that R was now s—readinu oil from my 

skin all alonu the wall. R psed my left hand4 my riuht shoplder aIhed 

from my fall to the uropnd. R 1rpshed p— auainst a smooth sha—e 

and winIed as R felt it uive way, then Irash to the …oor. RDd seen the 

prns on the way inbseventhcIentpry 2auna 6raeIia, 2om said. zopr 

matIhed prns, now three, miraIplopsly sprvivinu three Ientpries 1ec

fore they were —pt in this tom1. Nomehow, the tom1 raiders had left 

them 1ehind. “he prns had thrown my mom into an exIited frenAy, 

1eIapse she IopldnDt IonneIt the style of the fresIoes with the datinu 

on the prns.

”Oh, sheDs really uonna kill me,F R said, heartsiIk, thinkinu of the 

Iominu wrath of my mom when she disIovered what RDd done. Eever 

1efore had R so damaued a site or artifaIt, even as a little kid.

Spt RDd uladly faIe her fpry rather than 1e stpIk in here.

“he prn at least hel—ed me know where R was, for spre. Bt the end 

of the —assaueway was the Iprved stone that marked the entranIe. R 

Iopld see the optline of dayliuht aropnd it as R neared. Only —ro1lem? 
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Rt was —lpuued with the entranIe stone auain. Bnd the entranIe stones 

were heavy, may1e three, fopr hpndred —opnds. R knelt and ran my 

gnuers aropnd the edue, Ionsiderinu o—tions for removinu it, rememc

1erinu how my dad wopld —ry them away with a Irow1ar. Spt always 

from the optside.

R leaned my shoplder auainst it and —pshed. 2y heiuhtband fenIc

inubmade me stronuer than most uirls. Spt the stone 1arely moved.

R —apsed. “here were odd sopnds Iominu from the other side. 

2en shoptinu, urpntinu. “he Ilanu of metal auain as ifPR shoved the 

thopuht aside. Impossible. Bnd the main thinu R had to foIps on riuht 

now was esIa—e. ”MeyG Mel—G RDm in hereG Mel—GF R shopted, so lopdly 

it made my throat hprt.

R Iopld hear the —apse in whatever metalwork was ha——eninu. 

”2omT 5iaG Mel—G Mel— meGF R sIreamed auain. Spt then the sopnds 

respmed.

”Oh, 1rother,F R mpttered. R manepvered in the tpnnel pntil my 

1aIk and shoplders were auainst one side, and at an anule, R Iopld —ress 

my feet auainst the stone. R —pshed, —pshed so hard that my 1ptt lifted 

from the uropnd. R urpnted, willinu that stp—id roIk to move, move, 

movePand then it did, sIra—inu, uroaninu, then fallinu away to the dirt 

optside with a 1iu thpm—.

2y eyes narrowed, and R Iaptiopsly —eered optward.

“here a——eared to 1e some sort of CenaissanIe faire 1attlecsIene 

reenaItment uoinu on. MowDd all these men uet hereT Bnd why hereT 

qerha—s some —rotest 1y the loIal Nienese, 1ent on reIlaiminu this 

landT 2aneroDs doinuT Rt gupredPnow that they knew it held the 

treaspres it did.
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Spt then R saw a man 1loIk another manDs sword strike with his 

own sword, then —lpnue a dauuer into him with his other hand. R 

uas—ed, too spr—rised to sIream. “he in-pred man fell to his knees, 

IlptIhinu the hilt of the knife, his mopth aua—e. Slood s—read aIross 

his white shirt in a slowly see—inu IirIle. Eo CenaissanIe faire RDd seen 

had had s—eIial e!eIts like that. Yith urowinu horror, R ulanIed to my 

riuht, where another man was writhinu on the uropnd, uroaninu. 2y 

hand Iame to my mopth. Mis 1elly had 1een s—lit o—en, and some of 

his intestines were 1pluinu opt. Slood s—read aIross the uropnd in a 

wide —ool.

Rt was real.

R was in the middle of a real 1attle. Npddenly R Iopld smell the 

stink of sweat and Io——ery 1lood, all aropnd me. 2en were wopnded 

or dyinu. Others seemed dead set on killinu their enemies. R ulanIed 

left and saw that one wasnDt 1attlinu any lonuer4 instead, he stared at 

me as if R were a female 5aAarps, emeruinu from the tom1 in my urave 

Ilothes.

R wanted to look away from him, 1pt R IopldnDt. Me was the most 

handsome upy RDd ever seen, with a modelDs —hysi3pe and a faIe to 

matIh. Siu, IhoIolatec1rown eyes, s3pare -aw, aristoIratiI nose, —roc

nopnIed Iheek1onesPa seriops hottie.

RDd never enIopntered spIh Rtalian hotness optside of Coma.

Bnd he was Iertainly the grst man RDd seen holdinu a real sword 

and in fpllcon kniuht uearbtpniI, tiuhts, leather 1reast—late, the whole 

enIhilada. Nomehow, he made the look workb

Rt was then that R notiIed the yopnu man 1ehind him, e3pal 

in heiuht 1pt a little narrower at the shoplders. Mis eyes were hard, 
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shiftinu from me to the man 1efore him. Me raised his sword as if to 

strike. ”5ook optGF R sIreamed in Rtalian.

“he grst man frowned and then, as if remem1erinu where he was, 

tprned, —pllinu his heavy sword from the uropnd and heavinu it in 

an arI to —arry the other manDs strike. 2y mind immediately moved 

from the silly ex—lanation R had Iome tobthat this was some sort of 

CenaissanIe faire 1attle reenaItmentbto auain attem—t to a1sor1 the 

trpth.

“hese men were guhtinu to the death. YhyT Hpst what was uoinu 

onT

“he 3pestion died in my mind as R Iapuht siuht of that Iastle in the 

distanIe, the one on the next hill that had 1een spIh a disaster when 

RDd grst siuhted it. Rt was no lonuer in rpins. “he walls were ereIt, the 

tower intaIt. ’rimson red …aus waved from the 1attlements, in desiuns 

that matIhed the seIond kniuhtDs Ioat of arms, visi1le on his shield as 

he raised it to de…eIt the grst kniuhtDs re—eated 1lows.

2y eyes went 1aIk to the Iastle. Rt was as if RDd traveled 1aIk in 

time.

YhiIh was im—ossi1le, of Ioprse. R was dreaminu. R had to wake 

p—.

Wake up, Gabi! Wake up!

R —inIhed myself and shook my head, sla——ed my Iheeks, 1pt the 

two small armies were still 1efore me and that Iastle hadnDt Ihanued a 

1it. “hose two upysb—rinIes from the Iastle or whatTbguhtinu for 

what reasonT 2y hand went to my head as R strpuuled to remem1er 

what little R knew of medieval history. YeDd Iovered a 1it last year 

in sIhool, and my —arents had always tried to —lant kernels in opr 

minds, ho—inu theyDd somehow urow p— into some harvest of historc
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iIal knowledue, 1pt what R really knew was GtrpsIan history, Ipltpre. 

Bnythinu in the last Iop—le of thopsand years was still —retty fpAAy in 

my head.

“he Irimson kniuht whistled and shopted at two men near1y, 

uestprinu toward me. “he hot kniuht ulanIed over his shoplder and 

frowned, then shopted at his own men.

Npddenly six kniuhts were in a dead rpn, all headinu in my direIc

tion. Spt when they met, they 1euan to guht one another. 2y heart 

—opnded, and R tprned, intendinu to esIa—e into the forest 1ehind 

me. Spt another kniuhtb1y the Iolor of his tpniI R Iopld tell he was 

from the sIarletc…auued Iastlebwas Ilosinu in. Me mpst have sneaked 

aropnd the tom1, intendinu to spr—rise me. Me rose from his IropIh 

and smiled, as if this were some uame, Ia—tprinu me. R Iopld hear the 

guhtinu Iontinpe 1ehind me, a shopt, a Iry, as if another had 1een 

wopnded.

“he kniuht was Iominu Iloser. R retreated pntil my 1aIk hit the 

Iprved wall. R fopuht for an idea, an esIa—e ropte opt of this terri1le 

niuhtmare. 2adly, R thopuht a1opt dashinu 1aIk into the tom1, 1pt 

heDd 1e on me in a seIond.

“his was no dream4 my attaIker was real, leerinu, sIanninu my 

1ody as if he had never seen a uirl in —ants. R —apsed. 2ay1e he hadnDt. 

Npddenly R was aware of my skinny -eans and my Iami to—, 1arely 

Iovered 1y a thin Iardiuan that reaIhed my el1ows.

Me lapuhed, lowly, and was now Ilose enopuh for me to see he had 

ureen eyes. Bnd really 1ad teeth. Me lifted his sword ti—, stpdyinu me as 

it reaIhed my throat. “here was no ropnded np1, as with the fenIinu 

swords my father and R psed. “his was 1road and so shar— R feared he 
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wopld aItpally Ipt me. R stayed as still as —ossi1le. Spt it was hard. R 

was shakinu —retty 1adly.

Me asked me somethinu in Rtalian, 1pt in a dialeIt that made me 

—apse for a moment. Nlowly, my mind translated. ”Bre yop a witIhTF

”JhPuna stregaTF R retprned in Rtalian, frowninu.

”B witIh,F he re—eated. ”R saw yop. Naw yop Iome opt of there. 

Bnd yopr IlothinuPF Me moved forward, shiftinu his sword to the 

side of my throat in order to kee— me in —laIe and allow him Iloser. 

Me reaIhed a hand p— to my hair. ”Uopr hair. Eo one allows their 

womenfolk to —arade aropnd as spIh. Bre yop a witIh or are yop a 

EormanTF Me s—at opt Norman as if it were a fopl word, referrinu to 

the zrenIh to the north.

”R  am no witIh.  R  am frombF R Ilam—ed my li—s  shpt.  Me 

wopldnDt 1elieve me if R told him. ”5ook, yop lopsy exIpse for a hpman 

1einu,F R said in Gnulish, gndinu strenuth in my frpstration. ”Uop donDt 

want to know where RDve Iome from. RtDd freak yop opt. RtDs freakinD 

me optGF

Me leaned 1aIk, as if spr—rised 1y my anuer and Ionfpsed 1y 

my foreiun lanupaue. Spt then he tprned, sensinu the man stealthily 

a——roaIhinu him from 1ehind. RDd tried to distraIt himband 1een 

moderately spIIessfplb1pt these men were trained soldiers. “hat was 

Ilear enopuh. Me met the kniuhtDs heavy strike, 1arely de…eItinu it 

from sliIinu his head like a melon.

R had to uet opt of there.

B hand IlenIhed my forearm, and R let opt a yel—, 1pt then 3piIkly 

swallowed it. Rt was the grst kniuht in uold that R had seen. Gven 

more handsome p— Ilose. Spt his eyes were no lonuer soft in wonder. 
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“hey were hard, starinu down at me in Ionsternation. ”Venga,F he said 

urpIy in Rtalian. Come.

R looked aIross the geld and saw the Irimson kniuht, now wopndc

ed, his arms dra—ed aropnd two of his men. Me ulared at me and the 

kniuht 1eside me, then shopted. 2y attaIker immediately 1roke from 

the other uolden kniuht and retreated to -oin his Irimson Iomrades. 

2y —roteItorDs kniuhts let him —ass, pnhindered, other than sendinu 

him ver1al tapnts. “he 1attle was Ilearly over, for some reason. “he 

others mopnted their sIarletcdra—ed horses, uave ps lonu looks, and 

then rode away.

R looked to the men who now sprropnded me, starinu. Npddenly 

R felt weakckneed. R was now pnder the —roteItionbor was R the —risc

onerTbof the dpdes from the uold Iastle.

”R ho—e yopDre the uood upys,F R mpttered.




