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Chapter 1

 
 
Duchy of Aragoni
Marco
 
I WAS
sitting in my office in the new medical annex of l’Ospedale d’Aragoni, enjoying the quiet time between the departure of my last patient and the end of my working day. And I was totally engrossed with the task of working my way through a stack of paperwork—so much so that I actually jumped when my telephone rang.
I picked up the receiver and heard my receptionist say, “Dr. d’Argenzio, you have visitors.”
“I thought we were through with appointments for today.”
“La Duchessa called and asked if they could stop by,” she said.
La Duchessa referred to Angelina, the wife of my father, il Duca d’Aragoni, and since she was one of my favorite people, I said, “Send them in.”
The door opened and my half-siblings, the twins Valerius and Serafina walked into my office, then carefully closed the door behind them. The twins were an extremely precocious eight going on twenty and attended the Anglican Cathedral Day School in Aragoni, as did my three sons.
“Have a seat, guys,” I said. “Where’s your mother?”
“She’s visiting a friend in the hospital who just had a baby,” Serafina said.
“And we asked her if we could come see you,” her twin brother added.
“Because we need to talk to you,” Serafina finished her brother’s sentence.
“Do you mind if we switch to English?” Valerius said, speaking English. “We need the practice.”
At almost nine (their August birthday was still a couple of months away), the twins didn’t closely resemble each other. Valerius looked very much like my triplets had looked at that age, and Serafina was turning into a smaller version of her mother.
“Sure,” I said in English. “What did you want to talk to me about?”
“We need to ask you a question, first,” Serafina said.
“I’m all ears.”
“Is it true that what a patient tells his doctor is confidential?” Valerius said.
“Well,” I said, choosing my words carefully, “that’s true for adult patients, but the waters get a little muddy when the patient is a minor—the parents have a right to know things about their children’s health.”
“Told you,” Serafina said, somewhat smugly.
“But what if we told you something that didn’t involve our health?” Valerius said. “Would you swear to keep it secret?”
“Probably,” I said
“Probably?” he parroted.
“Valerius,” I said, “if you guys told me that you’d learned of a plot to blow up il Castello d’Aragoni, or something equally serious, I’d have to tell somebody.”
“That’s what we were afraid of,” Serafina said.
“Yeah, but we’ve gotta tell somebody,” Valerius said, “and who better than our brother? I’m willing to trust him.”
“Oh, all right,” she said. “Me too.”
“If it’ll make you feel any better,” I said, “I’ll promise that if it becomes absolutely necessary to tell someone what you’ve told me, I won’t do so until I’ve at least discussed it thoroughly with the two of you. That’s the best I can do without knowing what kind of bombshell you’re going to drop in my lap.”
They sat quietly for a long minute or three, and I wondered what they were thinking about, and if they believed me when I said that I would keep their secret—if possible.
“You’re wondering what we’re thinking about,” Serafina said with a smug smile on her face.
“Yeah,” Valerius said, “and you’re wondering if we believe you about keeping the promise you just made us.” He was grinning.
“I’m waiting,” I said.
“Really?” she said, more than a bit smugly this time. “We just gave it away.”
“Gave what away?” I said. “Guys, I’ve been in this office dealing with some very irritable sick people since early this morning, and some of that irritability must have rubbed off on me. Besides, I’m a little too tired to play word games right now.”
“Marco,” Valerius said, suddenly totally serious, “Serafina and I can read minds.”
“You’re kidding… aren’t you?”
“No, Sir,” he said.
“Think of something nobody else could possibly know,” Serafina said.
After a long minute, I said, “Okay.”
“You’re thinking about Dani,” Valerius said. “He’s standing in a doorway in your old apartment in Boston with his back to you, and he’s naked except for a pair of brand new boxer-briefs that cling to his body in all the right places—”
“Whoa!” I said. “That’s enough. I’m convinced.”
“Marco,” Valerius said, “is it true that we’re gonna live forever?”
“Where did you hear about that?” I said. “That’s something we in the family don’t tell our children until they’re much older. And the answer to your question is, nobody knows for sure. Father has lived a very long time, as have all of his male descendants, but we don’t really know if it’s going to be ‘forever’.”
Silly question. They picked it out of Father’s brain.
“Papa was talking to Mama one evening,” Valerius said, “and she was thinking about it.”
“Wasn’t he thinking about it too?” I said.
“We don’t know,” he said. “He thinks in a language we don’t understand.”
“That would probably be Etruscan,” I said, “sometimes referred to as the ‘secret language’ of our family. That tidbit of information, by the way, is something you must never tell anyone.”
“If it’s the ‘secret language’ of our family, why haven’t we learned it?” Valerius said.
“It’ll be part of your education in a year or so,” I said. “We didn’t start the triplets on it until a couple of years ago when they were ten. Speaking of triplets—do your little brothers have this ability?”
“Yes, Sir,” Serafina said, “but they’re not as good at it as we are.”
“At least not yet,” her brother said. “Of course, they’re only three.”
Despite Angelina’s often-expressed desire to fill her new house with “a dozen children,” Father had persuaded her to devote her full attention to the twins for five years before she attempted to get pregnant again, and she’d reluctantly agreed.
After that, their questions flew, and I fielded them as honestly as I could. Finally I said, “Okay, guys, it’s time for me to ask you a few questions.”
“Okay,” they chorused.
“How long have you been able to do this mind-reading thing?” I said.
“As long as we can remember,” Valerius said.
“And you’ve never told anybody?”
“No, Sir,” Serafina said.
“Why not?”
“We were afraid Papa or Mama would think we were making it up,” she said.
“Yeah,” Valerius said, “and Papa would have just ordered us to stop talking nonsense.”
“What’s it like, being able to read other people’s minds?” I said.
“Kind of fun sometimes,” Valerius said.
“Horrible, most of the time,” Serafina said.
“Horrible?”
“Yes, horrible,” she said. “Most people’s thoughts aren’t very nice a lot of the time, and some of them are downright nasty.”
“I’ve read a few sci-fi/fantasy novels that deal with that problem,” I said. “Usually, the characters in them learn how to shield themselves and block out unwanted thoughts. Can you do that?”
“We couldn’t at first,” Valerius said, “but we finally figured out how.”
“That’s pretty smart of you,” I said, “and it’s certainly the ethical thing to do. It wouldn’t be nice to go around prying into people’s minds all the time, would it?”
“No, it wouldn’t,” he said.
“Who else knows about this?” I said.
The question produced startled looks on their faces. “Come on, guys,” I said, “what else aren’t you telling me?”
“Give us a minute,” Serafina said.
I was watching them carefully, and it was obvious that they’d both retreated into some inner place. When their expressions returned to normal, I said, “You were communicating with someone, weren’t you?”
“Yes, Sir,” Valerius said.
“Then I know who it is.”
“You do?” he said.
“What makes you and your siblings unique,” I said, “is that your father and mother were the first couple to produce children who have all of the special genes that they both possess, plus an additional and totally unique gene. It occurs to me, therefore, that the children of my brother Stefano and his wife Maria—Gaetano and Matteo, who are, as far as I know, the only children other than your brothers who possess those genes, must also have this new ability as well.”
“I told you he was smart,” Valerius said to his sister.
“You’re right, Marco,” she said. “Gaetano and Matteo are just like us.”
“Anybody else?” I said.
“Maybe,” Valerius said.
“Maybe?”
“We just don’t know what to think,” Serafina said, “and that’s the real reason we’re here.”
“You don’t know what to think about what?” I said.
“Every once in a while when Serafina and I are linked together… is there a better word for that?” Valerius said.
“When you’re in rapport probably describes the situation better,” I said.
“Yeah, when we’re in rapport. Anyhow, when we’re in rapport, I guess our ability is stronger, and sometimes we hear a man calling for help.”
“We’re not even sure that he’s a man,” Serafina said, “but he sounds like he’s older than we are.”
“Guys, this is serious,” I said. “What have you told him about yourselves and/or your family?”
“Nothing, Marco,” she said. “Nothing at all.”
“How can you be sure that he hasn’t read your minds and found out things?” I said.
“The connection is much too weak for that,” Valerius said. “We’ve tried to read his mind, and can’t.”
“Besides,” Serafina said, “we can shield ourselves pretty good.”
“Since you’ve never encountered anyone else with the ability you have,” I said, “how can you be sure of that?”
“Because I’ve learned how to shield my thoughts so that Valerius can’t read them, and he can do the same thing.”
“And we’ve never had an actual conversation with him,” Valerius said. “We can hear him, but we’re not certain he hears us.”
“Yeah,” his sister said, “because if he does, he never replies.”
“Until you told me this last bit, I was thinking that we could sit on your revelation for a while, but not anymore. If the wrong people discovered who and what we are, the entire family could be in jeopardy—and I’m talking about thousands of people.”
During the twenty-four hundred or so years of his life, Father had sired some four hundred children, roughly half of whom were male, and he had thousands of descendants in Aragoni and other places around the world.
“I don’t understand,” Serafina said.
“Me neither,” Valerius said.
“That’s why we don’t tell our children everything until they’re older and have enough experience of life to fully comprehend the dangers,” I said. “Okay, I’m gonna run through as many bad scenarios in my mind as I can—you guys tune in, please.”
It didn’t take long to do that because I’d thought about worst-case scenarios many times and had discussed them with other family members. Finally, I switched mental gears and thought about other things. “How much of that did you guys understand?” I said.
“Most of it, I think,” Valerius said.
“Yeah,” Serafina said, “it would be bad, wouldn’t it?”
“You have no idea how bad it could be,” I said, “and I just realized that I left out one thing.”
“What’s that?” she said.
“You were too young to know about it at the time, but some bad people tried to blow up a van with Dani and me in it six or seven years ago.”
“I think we’ve heard Papa talk about it,” Valerius said, “but we didn’t pay any attention.”
“To make a long story short, Dani was injured so badly that one of his kidneys was damaged beyond repair and stopped functioning, and the other kidney began to fail almost immediately.”
“Did he have a transplant?” Serafina said.
“Yes, he did, and that created another problem. The donor was an accident victim who, it was discovered, was a previously unknown descendant of Father’s. Six months or so after the transplant, Dani discovered that he had all the genes that I do. Not only that, the process of healing after the surgery was much more rapid than expected, and… his bad kidney started working again.”
“Why is that a problem?” Valerius said.
“Because, dummy,” his sister said, “if people knew about what happened to Dani, bad people would start capturing and killing us for our body parts.”
“Wow!” he said.
“Now do you see why we have to take this to Father?” I said. “And as soon as possible?”
“Yeah,” Serafina said, “I get it.”
“Me too,” Valerius said. “What will you do, Marco?”
“I’ll give Father a call, and tell him that we need to have an urgent family meeting, and I’ll ask him to have Stefano and Maria present.”
“And us?” Serafina said.
“Of course.”
“You mean it, don’t you?” Valerius said.
“Valerius, I never say anything I don’t mean. If you don’t believe me, ask Dani sometime.”
“Ask me what?” Dani said from the doorway.
“Don’t you ever knock?”
“Of course I do, except when your receptionist says, ‘Open the door and go right in, he’s not with a patient.’ Hello, Valerius, Serafina. Good to see you.”
“Did you want something?” I said.
“Only to see if you’re ready to go home,” he said. “Why the attitude?”
“Because we were having a private conversation, that’s why.”
“Should I leave?”
“It’s okay, Marco,” Serafina said, “I think we were through talking. Right, Valerius?”
“Yeah, sure,” he said.
I focused on my two half-siblings and sent what I hoped was a powerful thought in their direction, “Guys,” I sent. “Can I tell Dani about this? He’ll be at the meeting anyhow.”
“Sure you can, Marco,” Valerius said.
“But not right now,” Serafina said. “There won’t be time, because Mama’s just down the hall.”
“Come on, Dani,” I said. “Let’s go say hello to Angelina.”
I ushered a visibly perplexed Dani out of my inner office, followed by the twins, and we encountered their mother as she opened the door leading into my outer office.
“Hi, Angelina,” I said. “Fancy meeting you here.”
“Have these two been bothering you, Marco?” she said.
“Not at all. We were having a most interesting conversation until Dr. Rosati interrupted us.”
“That’s great,” she said, in a distracted manner that clearly indicated she hadn’t heard a word I said. “Come on, children, your father is expecting us. Say good-bye to Marco and Dani.”
“Good-bye, Marco, Dani,” they chorused, and she led them away.
“What was—” Dani started to say, but I put a finger to his lips.
“When we’re home, babe, and in private.”
“What…?”
“Dani,” I said, “what part of ‘home’ and ‘private’ did you not understand?”
“Oh, I just love it when you get all masterful with me.”
I pointed down the hall and gave him the look. “I need a minute to lock the door to my inner office, and I’ll be right behind you.”
“Okay, I get it,” he said. “Home.”
“I knew you’d understand—eventually.”
“I’ll get you for that,” he said.
“You can try.”
We went to the new parking garage and retrieved the car. As we headed out of the hospital complex, I said, “This place certainly has grown over the past six years.”
“That’s for sure. You even got a brand-new office when the hospital built a separate annex for doctors’ offices and remodeled the old medical wing to expand its bed capacity.”
“And the much longer walk from one place in the complex to another is good exercise, right?”
“Gotta look at the bright side,” he said.
“True.”
“And all of it thanks to the new medical school at the university,” he said. “It’s kind of strange to be back in a teaching hospital after so many years.”
“Carpe diem.”
“What’s that got to do with anything?” he said.
“When Malcolm had to call in surgeons from Switzerland to do those transplants, he seized the opportunity to get what he’d been wanting for years.”
“Yeah, he did do a good job of persuading your father and the council to establish the medical school, didn’t he?”
“And he was able to finally retire on a high note, having been responsible for the establishment of the teaching hospital. The only thing he wanted that he didn’t get was to have me take his place as hospital administrator.”
“Yeah, but he did the next best thing,” he said, “dividing the responsibilities for the teaching hospital and the regular hospital between two guys, and giving you the tie-breaking vote when they disagreed.”
“Yeah, there was that. Speaking of the council,” I said, “I have bad news.”
The Duchy of Aragoni, which was a landlocked country situated on a small plateau in the Alps between Italy, France, and Switzerland, was governed by my father, il Duca d’Aragoni, and a council of twelve men. Six of the council members were his sons, and the other six members were descendants of his sons.
“What?”
“My time has come,” I said.
“Meaning that beginning in September, you’re gonna be doing your favorite thing for the next few years—attending those long and boring meetings.”
“Unfortunately,” I said.
We managed to slip into the house, go up to the master suite, and change into warm-ups before our presence was detected and the boys began to clamor for our attention. My cousin Lucia, who’d been their nanny for the first eight years of their lives, had finally found an apartment that was to her liking in the old quarter of the city and given us a month’s notice. Her replacement was another young cousin of mine named Biaggio Argenti, whose job title was tutor, but who also served as a companion to the boys. Like Lucia before him, he was attending the university, and his graduation would just about coincide with the boys’ scheduled departure to boarding school next year. One of our security people picked him up at the university every day and stopped by the day school the boys attended to pick them up as well. We’d just settled down in the boys’ room when the cook/housekeeper announced that dinner was ready.
In the dining room we sat down to our evening meal. As the boys had gotten older, Dani and I had insisted that proper decorum be observed at all meals except breakfast—it being our hope that acceptable manners would be deeply ingrained by the time they went off to boarding school.
After dinner, Biaggio said, “Cousin Marco, are you and Dani home for the evening?”
“Absolutely,” I said. “Enjoy your freedom.”
“Some freedom,” he said. “Those two summer courses are keeping me on my toes, and I’ve got to hit the books.”
Much later, when we were relaxing side by side on a pair of chaise lounges on the terrace outside our bedroom, Dani said, “Okay, Conte Marco, we’re home, and in private.”
He only called me by my inherited title when he was really annoyed with me, so I gave him a blow-by-blow account of the last hour of my day, beginning with my two visitors.
“Holy shit,” he said, “no wonder you didn’t want to talk about it in the car or anywhere else. Did you call the Duke yet?”
“First thing in the morning. Let’s go to bed.”
“Okay, you convinced me,” he said.
Afterward, we lay back on the pillows and Dani rolled over onto his side, looking at me strangely.
“I know what you’re thinking,” I said.
“You think?”
“It’s amazing, isn’t it?” I said. “Here we are, nearly twenty-five years after we became lovers and partners, and we still turn each other on.”
“That’s true,” he said, “but it wasn’t what I was thinking.”
“What, then?” I said.
“I just realized something.”
“And….”
“I think you’re going into your active period,” he said.
“Really! Been keeping track, have you?”
“Actually, I have.”
“So when was the last time?” I said.
“I’ll have to get up and go to the den for that—my notes are in my laptop. But, you made me think of that twice last night and again this morning. For that matter, you made me think of it twice the night before last, and again yesterday morning. In other words, your normally randy self has become more so over the last couple of days.”
One of the unique things about Father’s male descendants was their extreme longevity. In addition, and we assumed this was Mother Nature’s way of preventing overpopulation, the males in the family suffered from a low sperm count most of the time. But every five years, our sperm counts rose to normal, and our libidos went into overdrive for roughly six months. Which was why I had triplets and Father had twins and triplets—we hadn’t been in our active periods when we’d donated sperm. Because of that, we’d both used IUI—Intrauterine Insemination—and the surrogate mother I’d hired was put on a regimen of fertility drugs prior to the procedure, as was Angelina. The same cycle held true for Angelina’s family—the females only went into monthly estrus cycles for a period of six months every five years, during which period their libidos also became hyperactive.
“Really? You mean to say you marked it on your calendar last time?”
“Absolutely,” he said. “I made some notes as soon as I was certain it had begun, and again when it had passed.”
“And said nothing about it?”
“It was only a year or so after my transplant surgery,” he said, “and we were very busy at the time.”
“That’s true.”
“You got a faraway look in your eyes all of a sudden,” he said.
“Speaking of your surgery gave me a flashback to your first hospital stay—after the explosion.”
“And?” he said.
“You were probably too busy recovering from the attack to notice, but I had a lot of time to reflect on the fact that it was the first time in all our years together that we’d ever spent the night apart. In fact, being alone in a bed was so strange that I had a hard time sleeping.”
“I didn’t have that problem,” he said. “They gave me a pill every night.”
“Lucky you.”
“Sarcasm noted,” he said. “Ready to have a go at it again?”
“Need you ask?”
Still later, having secured the house and checked on the boys, we crawled back in bed and snuggled up against each other.
“Can I ask you a question?” I said between kisses.
“Don’t be silly.”
“Does it bother you that I’m not more verbally affectionate?” I said.
“In the first place, you weren’t raised that way, and in the second place, I’ve never approved of starting the soup with who we love. If every third sentence contains the phrase ‘I love you’, it sort of robs the sentiment of meaning. You don’t have to look any further than my family to see the truth of that—every one of them will ‘I love you’ to death at the drop of a hat, and we both found out how real that was when I told them I was gay and had a boyfriend.”
“No argument there,” I said. “I remember the occasion quite vividly.”
His old-world and staunchly Roman Catholic family in Boston’s North End had disowned him totally on that occasion. It wasn’t until years later when he was hospitalized after the attack on us that I was able to effect a partial reconciliation by inviting his mother and grandmother to Aragoni.
“In the second place,” he said, “there’s an old-but-true saying, ‘still waters run deep’. You tell me you love me at odd times, when I least expect it. That has much more impact than hourly declarations of affection.”
“I can’t argue with that,” I said.
“And, in the third place, I’ve never been the least bit insecure about our relationship, and after all these years… wait a minute. What brought this on?”
“I was just wondering,” I said.
“Wondering what?”
“What people think when they see us,” I said.
“Who cares? If they’re observant, they can see how we feel about each other. As for everyone else, screw them.”
“I’d rather screw you,” I said, “speaking metaphorically.”
“No shit, Sherlock. You could have fooled me. Now shut up and either do something about it or go to sleep.”




Chapter 2

 
 
Duchy of Aragoni
Marco
 
AS
SOON
as I was at my desk the next morning, I called Father and told him there was an urgent need for a very private meeting between himself and certain family members.
“If it is that important, Marco, I will set it up,” he said.
“Father, what I have to tell you concerns the safety of this family.”
That got his attention, and he said, “I will call you back as soon as I have commitments from the others.”
My daily stream of patients began, and I put the phone call out of my head until he called back while Dani and I were at lunch. “The best we can do is Friday evening next week,” he said. “Stefano is out of town at the moment.”
“Then Friday next week it is,” I said. “Thank you, Father.”
“Very good,” he said. “We will expect you at the house for dinner that evening.”
“I guess that means we’re going to the castle next Friday evening,” Dani said after I shut the cell phone.
“Clever boy. Only it won’t be the castle, it’ll be at Father and Angelina’s house, and we’ll have dinner with them.”
“By the way,” he said, “I want you to come to my lab after you see your last patient.”
“Why?”
“I want a sperm sample from you,” he said, “and we’re gonna collect it the fun way.”
“Again, why?”
“You want to know why we’re gonna collect it the fun way?” he said.
“No, fool. Why are we going to collect it at all?”
“Because I want to see if your sperm count is up—that would prove you’re going into your active phase.”
“So what?” I said.
“What’s wrong with having a ‘nooner’, if it’s in the interest of science.”
“Babe,” I said, “wouldn’t a ‘nooner’ at the end of the work day be more like what the French refer to as a cinq à sept?” (Literally, a five to seven.)
“Yeah, but a rose by any other name… and,” he continued, suddenly serious, “maybe you should consider producing more heirs.”
“Why?”
“Why not?” he said.
“I’ll think about it, but only if you’ll think about doing it too.”
“Me?” he said. “Why would I want to do that? I don’t have a title for anyone to inherit. Besides, those three boys are just as much my sons as they are yours.”
“No argument there,” I said, “but—”
“Okay, I’ll think about it.”
“You didn’t let me finish my sentence,” I said.
“No need for that, I know what you were gonna say.”
“Did you?” I said. “Okay, mastermind. What was I going to say?”
“You were going to give me the same old malarkey about needing children.”
“Wrong,” I said. “What I was going to say, before I was so rudely interrupted, was that I should think the scientist in you would want to know if all those genes you got from the transplant could be passed along.”
“I sit corrected,” he said.
“Wouldn’t it be different, raising a kid that was biologically yours?”
“I’ll have to think about that,” he said.
“Okay. Speaking of active phases, have you ever wondered if those additional genes you acquired would pass that little side effect along to you along with everything else?”
“Actually, I have,” he said, “but so far there’s no evidence of it.”
“That might be a long-term side effect in the sense that it might take years to kick in.”
“Yeah.”
“Perhaps, in the interest of science, you ought to keep some sort of chart.”
“What kind of chart?” he said.
“One that tracked your sperm count over a long period of time,” I said.
“That’s not a bad idea,” he said. “Maybe we can start doing this every few days.”
“Works for me. Wait a minute,” I said. “You ought to have a record of your sperm count somewhere.”
“Why?”
“Think back not quite fourteen years,” I said. “When I was thinking about hiring a surrogate mother and you tested mine, didn’t you test yours as well? And I know that you never throw away any test results—ever.”
“Now that you mention it, I did.”
“Look it up, then, and compare it to today,” I said.
“Will do, but right now I’d rather finish my lunch.”
Lunch—and discussion—ended, we went back to work. Just before it was time to leave work for the day, I locked my office and went to Dani’s lab. “Where is everyone?” I said as I entered the outer lab.
“They were pretty much caught up with the urgent stuff, so I gave them time off for good behavior,” Dani said. “Give me a minute to lock up, and we’ll go to my private lab and engage in some good behavior of our own, in the interest of science.”
“Works for me.”
Dani’s inner lab was his and his alone—it was where he carried out the DNA studies that he’d originally been hired by Father to conduct. A few years into his studies, the person in charge of the main hospital lab had retired, and Dani had taken over the entire operation. I followed him into the private lab, and we engaged in some very pleasant “good behavior.” Later, he said, “Okay, give me a few minutes with the microscope, and we can go home.”
“—and do this again?” I said.
“Of course.”
“Before or after dinner?”
“Why not both?” he said.
“Silly question.”
He looked up from the microscope and said, “I was right.”
“About?”
“Your sperm count is much higher than it was last time we did this.”
“How much higher?” I said.
“If my theory is correct, it’ll rise every day for two or three days, and then level off.”
“Which means we’ll have to do this every day for a while,” I said.
“Yep. Don’t ever let anyone tell you that science can’t be fun.”
“What about yours?” I said.
“At the lower end of normal, which doesn’t prove anything—yet.”
“True,” I said.
“Can we go home now?”
“Absolutely,” I said.
When we got home, we asked Biaggio to give up his night off on the Friday evening of the meeting in exchange for another evening, and he agreed. 
The appointed day came, and we hurried home to shower and change, then we headed up the mountain to the house that Father had built for his bride. The plateau on which Aragoni was situated had an average elevation of four thousand feet. Our house was at the five-thousand-foot level, and Father’s home was several hundred feet higher, and only a few hundred feet below the tree line. It was situated on a ridge that overlooked our house. Angelina had wavered back and forth for weeks, trying to decide between that site and one situated beside a waterfall; eventually the view had trumped the waterfall, and the house was built. She’d been so taken with our house that she wanted a carbon copy of it, but Father had wisely talked her into a design that was similar to our house, but with significant differences. Where our terraces overlooked the waterfall and stream, their terraces were cantilevered out over the edge of the mountain on steel beams concealed within native stone, and it was a home worthy of the virtual ruler of a country. Unfortunately for Father and Angelina, the house’s location mandated a driveway that was extremely steep, thus rendering the house almost inaccessible during the winter.
“You could excavate space for a garage at the base of the ridge,” I’d said when he first told me about the final location and the problem of winter access, “and install an elevator inside the ridge, or a ski lift on the outside.”
“Do not mention that to my wife,” Father had said, “or she will insist that I do just that.”
Dani and I arrived at their house in time to have a glass of wine with our hosts and fellow guests. There were eight of us at the large table—three couples plus the eight-year-old twins, the five younger children having been banished to a table in the kitchen. While we ate our dinner, I kept a watchful eye on Valerius and his sister, and I could tell that they were getting antsy about what was to come.
“Valerius, Serafina, this is Marco,” I sent as strongly as possible. “If you hear me, nod your heads.”
To my relief, they both nodded.
“Can you guys focus on my thoughts and block out everybody else?” I sent.
They nodded again.
“Okay,” I sent. “Here’s what’s going to happen. We, that is, the adults, are going to go into Father’s study, and I’m going to tell them about your visit, and what we discussed. You can listen in during the meeting, if you like. Can you do it from two or three rooms away?”
They nodded.
“Good,” I sent. “When the time comes, I’ll send you a message just like this and ask you to join us. Okay?”
They nodded again.
“Good,” I sent. “Now, all you can do is be patient and wait for Father to invite us to the study.”
They nodded again. When the last course had been served and consumed, Father asked us to join him in his study.
“Valerius,” he said, “you and Serafina can entertain the other children while we are talking—and we do not want to be disturbed.”
“Yes, Papa,” they chorused.
“I’ll signal you as soon as I can,” I sent.
If either Father or Angelina wondered why their oldest children had begun to act like bobblehead dolls, they kept quiet about it. Father led us into his study, directed us to seats, and closed the door behind us. “As you probably know,” he said, “this room is equipped with extra security measures to prevent eavesdropping—just like our apartment in the castle, Marco and Dani’s offices in the hospital, and other places where serious—and extremely private—discussions might take place.”
He poured each of us a glass of wine and looked at me. “Okay, Marco, you asked for this meeting. What is so important?”
“Well, it began the day Angelina visited a friend of hers in the hospital—one who’d just had a baby,” I said. “While she was visiting her friend, Valerius and Serafina came to see me.”
From there, I took them through the conversation I’d had with the kids step by step.
“And you believed them?” Father said.
“They proved it to me pretty convincingly.”
“But why did they not come to me? After all, I am their father.”
“Remember what they told me? I’m a doctor, and their first questions were about confidentiality.”
“But….”
“Duke,” Dani said, “when I was their age, I didn’t talk to my father about serious stuff—I talked to my older brother. It’s not at all unusual. Add to that the fact that Marco is a doctor—”
“Yes,” Father said, not entirely mollified, “I suppose you are right.”
“And they can hear what we’re thinking all the time?” Angelina said.
“If they choose to do so,” I said. “As I understand it, they find it uncomfortable to have voices ‘in their heads’ all of the time, so they’ve figured out how to shield themselves.”
“I suppose that means they can eavesdrop on our private moments, as well,” she said.
“Again, yes, if they choose to do so. I talked to them about the ethics of that. As I understand it, they can listen in to your thoughts, and sort of pick up on emotions, but they can’t actually ‘see’ through your eyes. On the other hand, when they are in rapport with each other, they can do precisely that. For example, Serafina can actually see, feel, and experience what her brother is doing—and vice versa.”
I looked at the stunned faces in the room after that revelation and waited for a response. Hearing none, I said, “Are you ready to hear this from their mouths?”
“Yes, I am,” Father said. “I will go get them.”
“Keep your seat,” I said, “they’re listening in, and I told them I’d send for them.”
“Okay guys, it’s showtime,” I sent. “Valerius, Serafina, we’re waiting for you in the study. Don’t bother to knock, just come in and close the door behind you.”
“Okay,” I said to the group, “I just told them that we’re ready for them, and to come right in without knocking.”
A full minute later, the study door opened, and the twins walked through it. Valerius carefully closed the door behind them, and his sister said, “Okay, Marco, we’re here.”
“You’ve paid attention to what we discussed before you got here, right?” I said.
“Yes, Sir,” Valerius said. “Father seemed to be upset because we went to you instead of him.”
“But Dani straightened that out, right?” Serafina said.
“Yes, he did,” I said.
“And the two of you can tune in to what everyone in this room is thinking?” Father said.
“Yes, Sir,” Valerius said, “everyone but you.”
“Yeah,” his sister said, “you think in a language we don’t understand. Marco said it’s probably Etruscan.”
“He called it the secret language of our family,” Valerius said, “and he told us we were never to mention it to anyone—ever.”
“So I do, and so it is,” Father said. “I grew up speaking it, and in another year, you two are going to be studying it.”
Maria, who had been quiet throughout the discussion, said, “And my children can do this as well?”
“Yes, Ma’am,” Serafina said.
“And your brothers?” Angelina said.
“Yes, Mama,” Valerius said, “although they can’t do it very well, because they’re so young.”
“Valerius,” I sent, “are you and Serafina communicating with Maria and Stefano’s children right now?”
“Yes, Sir,” he said, looking at me.
“Yes, Sir, what?” Father said.
“I asked them if they were communicating with Maria and Stefano’s children right now,” I said.
“Merciful deities,” Father said, “this is almost too much to comprehend.”
“Just so,” I said, “but we have a much larger problem to deal with.”
“Oh, yes,” he said. “This voice they hear calling for help.”
“Do you hear it now, Valerius?” I said.
“Not right now,” he said. “It comes and goes.”
“How can you be sure that it’s not just some ordinary person who’s thinking ‘loudly’, for want of a better term?” I said.
“Because thinking loudly, like you did at the dinner table, is totally different,” Serafina said. “I’m sorry I can’t explain it any better, but it’s just different, somehow, than the strange cry for help that we’ve been hearing.”
“Can you tell what direction it is coming from?” Father said.
“Yes, Sir,” Valerius said. “Always from the south.”
“I have an idea,” I said.
“What?” Father said.
“Dani and I are scheduled to fly down to Siena in a couple of weeks to visit my grandmother. Why don’t we take Valerius with us? The boys would enjoy his company.”
“Why?” Angelina said.
“Two reasons,” I said. “One—to see if he and Serafina can communicate over that great a distance; and two—to see if that ‘cry for help’ is any louder in Tuscany.”
“Why can’t I go?” Serafina said.
“Because, my sweet,” her mother said, “you need to stay here so you can try to communicate with your brother. Besides, you’re a young lady, and it wouldn’t be right for you to go traveling with two men and four boys.”
“But Marco’s my brother, and so is Valerius.”
“Even so,” Angelina said.
“Mama…,” she said.
“Enough,” Father said, using that tone. “It is settled.”
“Meanwhile,” I said, “there are decisions to be made.”
“Yes,” Father said, “not least of which is how to protect ourselves.”
“Couldn’t we encourage all family members to start thinking in Etruscan?” I said.
“Can you learn to think in another language?” Stefano said.
Dani said, “I’ve read about people who grew up speaking one language, and who later became so immersed in another language that they began to actually think in it.”
“Whoa!” I said. “Dani, you grew up speaking English and thinking in that language, didn’t you?”
“Sure.”
“What language do you think in, now?”
“Holy sh… I think in Italian, and have done so for a long time now.”
“So do I.”
“Well,” he said, “there’s your proof. It can be done—all you have to do is immerse yourself in a language and use it all or most of the time.”
“In any case,” Father said, “we need to get the word out to family members everywhere that they need to be even more alert and careful than usual, and they need to start teaching their children Etruscan in the cradle, rather than later.”
“I would add one thing to that, Father,” I said. “It needs to be the language everyone speaks at home—at least until such time as it becomes the language in which we think.”
“I agree, even though that will create more problems,” he said.
“Such as?”
“We have always been extremely careful and never allowed the materials we use to teach Etruscan to be taken outside of the Duchy.”
“I can certainly understand that,” I said.
“Perhaps we should bring family members here for a crash course,” Stefano said, “then they can go back home and teach it themselves.”
“Put that on the agenda of the first council meeting in September, Stefano,” Father said.
“I’m not the current secretary, Father,” Stefano said.
“And my term doesn’t start until then,” I said.
“All right,” Father said, “I will send an e-mail to the current secretary of the council.”
“Valerius, Serafina,” I sent, “I think your parents could use a hug from you right now.”
They each gave Father and Angelina hugs, then asked to be excused. After the door had firmly closed behind them, I said, “We, that is, the twins and I, also had a conversation about ethics for telepaths. I tried to impress upon them the fact that it isn’t very nice to eavesdrop on people’s thoughts without their knowledge and permission.”
“How did they react to that?” Angelina said.
“They understood. Serafina says that most people’s thoughts aren’t very pleasant most of the time anyhow, and some of them are downright nasty.”
“I wonder if there are other telepaths out there,” Dani said, “other than this mysterious voice the twins hear, and what sort of danger they actually represent?”
“There’s no way to know for sure,” I said, “but the sooner we track down this mysterious stranger, the better.”
“Absolutely,” Father said. “I forgot to ask them to let me know the next time they hear that voice.”
“I wouldn’t worry about that,” I said. “After tonight, I think they’ll be very open with you about this.”
After that, we had another glass of wine, and the tension in the room seemed to evaporate. When Dani and I got home, we conducted a postmortem on the evening, and pronounced ourselves pleased with how things had gone.




Chapter 3

 
 
Duchy of Aragoni
Marco
 
SATURDAY and Sunday passed by with neither incident nor excitement, but that status changed very early Monday morning when the phone beside our bed rang.
“Shit,” I said, “who would be calling that number at this hour?”
“I don’t know, but it must be important,” Dani said. “Not many people actually have our landline number.”
“Yeah.”
I picked up the handset, and while swiveling around to place my feet on the floor, said, “Hello.”
“Oh, Marco,” a female voice said, “I’m so glad I caught you before you went to work.”
“Who…?”
“I’m sorry. This is Floria.”
“Good morning, Floria, sorry I didn’t recognize your voice. Is everything all right?”
“No, it isn’t. It’s your grandmother—she’s dead.”
A rush of emotion hit me, but I pushed it into a compartment of my brain and slammed the lid shut, knowing I would sort it out later. Maintaining what I hoped was an even tone of voice, I said, “Dead? How? When?”
“She didn’t come down for breakfast this morning, so I went looking for her. She must have died in her sleep, because when I went up to her bedroom to wake her, her body was cold.”
“Thank you for letting me know, Floria. We’ll be there as quickly as we can. Meanwhile—” I rattled off the things I thought she needed to do, thanked her again, and said good-bye.
I looked at Dani, who’d scooted over in the bed to sit beside me. “La Contessa?” he said.
“Floria found her dead in her bed this morning.”
“I’m sorry,” he said. “She was a great old girl, and I liked her a lot.” He put a comforting arm around my shoulder.
“Yeah, so did I, but if you’re an old lady and you’ve gotta go, there are worse things than dying peacefully in your sleep.”
“Yeah. How old was she, anyway?”
“I really don’t know,” I said. “Late eighties, for sure, maybe even ninety. Mind getting me some coffee? I’m gonna go to the den and check the plane schedule, then I’ve got some calls to make.”
“Will do.”
We wound up having to fly commercial to Rome because the company jet was on its way to another continent. Raimondo, who worked in Siena for a subsidiary of the Aragoni Group, picked us up at the Rome airport, and Floria was anxiously waiting for us when we arrived at Grandmother’s villa. Floria, who’d been with Grandmother since my mother was a child, was getting old, and I hoped that Grandmother’s will provided for her. One more thing I’d have to deal with—I hadn’t seen the document, but knew that I was named as executor. She hugged Dani and me as though we were her long-lost sons, and after we’d been to our customary room and freshened up, she directed someone to bring us cool drinks out on the terrace.
“Why don’t you join us, Floria?” I said.
“Thank you, I will, but first I need to get you an envelope your grandmother left for you.”
She disappeared into the house and returned a few minutes later with a large and somewhat bulky kraft paper envelope in one hand, and a glass in the other. She handed me the envelope, sat down, and took a sip from the glass.
“What’s this?” I said.
“Your grandmother said I should give it to you if something happened to her.”
“Open it, Marco,” Dani said, “and you’ll find out.”
I carefully pulled the little brass clasps back, opened the envelope, and emptied its contents—a multipage document, which was probably the will, and two single sheets of trifolded paper—onto the table. I scanned the contents of the single sheet, which contained Floria’s name at top, and handed it to her.
“This one is addressed to you,” I said.
The other single sheet had my name on the outside, and I opened it up to read.
 
Dear Marco,


Thank you for restoring my daughter to me, such as she was—it meant the world to me. When you read my will, you will see that the estate is yours, but the income from the estate is to be used for Giulietta’s maintenance for life. After that, the income and the estate are yours to do with as you see fit. Perhaps one of your boys will want it one day.


I long ago instructed Floria to take my clothing to the village church after I was gone, so that it may be distributed to those in need. Floria can also tell you which pieces of furniture in the villa are family antiques and which pieces are not.


I have enjoyed knowing you, even if it was only for a small portion of your life, and you cannot know how pleased I am that you have turned out to be the man I always hoped my son—and his son—would have become, had they lived.


Your grandmother


 
It was signed, and sealed with a wax seal of the kind that hadn’t been used for a very long time. I sat quietly for a moment, then picked up the will and began to scan it. Most of the bequests were to old family retainers who had been part of the estate surrounding the villa for decades.
“Floria,” I said, “it seems that, in addition to a small pension, you’re to have the use of one of the tenant cottages for life.”
“So she told me,” Floria said.
“As far as I’m concerned, you may stay in the villa as long as you like.”
“Thank you, Marco, but it won’t be the same without your grandmother. If you don’t mind, I’ll occupy the cottage as soon as the current tenant’s lease is up at the end of the year.”
“Whatever you wish,” I said. “You will, of course, come to Conti for the funeral—I’ve already asked Luciano to make certain that a room in Grandmother’s apartment in il Castello di Conti is available for your use—no matter how many relatives turn up.”
“Thank you, I appreciate that.”
“And I suppose the coffin should be placed in the village church for a day or two so that local people may pay their respects.”
“The priest asked me to request it of you,” she said. “I was going to talk to you about it later.”
“Father Rinaldo is handling things in Conti,” I said. “She will lie in state in il Castello di Conti and then be transferred to the church for the funeral.”
“When?”
“Saturday and Sunday.”
“How long can you stay?”
“We’ll be here for a day or two. In any case, we won’t leave until I’m sure that everything is under control.”
Later, Dani and I wandered around the villa, eventually winding up under the trellis adjacent to the terrace. The trellis was heavily covered with wisteria vines that in the late spring had been full of purple blossoms. At the end of the vine-covered walkway, we sat on one of the concrete benches.
“It feels so strange here without Grandmother’s presence,” I said.
When Dani and I first visited Conti, my mother’s hometown, fifteen years or so earlier, I hadn’t even known that I had a living grandmother, and was surprised—and pleased—when she and Father Rinaldo had turned up at our hotel one evening. The surprise was mutual, given that she was totally unaware of either my existence, or the fact that her daughter was still alive, although hopelessly mad.
“I know what you mean,” Dani said, “and as I said the other day, she was a great old girl.”
“Yeah, she was, wasn’t she? I remember how surprised we were when she told Floria to show us to our room the first time we visited here—we were expecting to be shown to separate rooms.”
Dani and I were able to fly home the next afternoon, satisfied that we’d done all that could or should be done. Grandmother’s desk was surprisingly well organized, and it had taken me only a few hours to go through the various papers and documents in her files. Floria had been genuinely touched when I selected the desk as something I wanted shipped to Aragoni as a remembrance of Grandmother. We even took time to drive to the psychiatric facility in which my mother had been committed, but she wasn’t coherent.
“I’m so sorry, Signor Conte, but these days, she is lucid only very rarely,” the head doctor said. “As a doctor yourself, you surely understand how these things are.”
I thanked him for his time and trouble, and we drove back to the villa.
“Some things never change,” Dani said.
“Yeah.”
 
 
BACK in Aragoni, we managed to accomplish three full days of work, even though I spent a great deal of time on the telephone discussing plans for the funeral with the various parties involved. By Friday evening I was more than glad to relax on our terrace with Dani and let the soothing sounds of the waterfall and stream wash the week away—in fact, I was so relaxed that I dozed off until Dani’s voice brought me back to reality.
“Marco,” he said as he pulled me up from the chaise lounge, “it’s time to hit the sack—we’ve got a long day tomorrow, and a long weekend ahead of us.”
“Sorry, babe. This is the most relaxed I’ve been all week, and I was enjoying it. I wonder if we could move our bed out here?”
“That’s not a bad idea, but we’re not gonna do it tonight. By the way, remember those sperm samples I collected each day after we returned from Siena?”
“I could hardly forget that, why?”
“As of today, your sperm count is up to normal,” he said.
“Which means you were right.”
“Absolutely,” he said, “and I’ve already sent a generous portion over to the family sperm bank.”
“I hope you sent them your own, as well.”
“Of course.”
“What about your sperm count?” I said. “You never told me how the current test results compare with fourteen years ago.”
“That was a surprise,” he said. “It’s considerably lower now than it was then.”
“More or less proving that those genes are at work.”
“Evidently,” he said.
Saturday morning we had breakfast at our normal weekday time, that is to say, very early, and the boys were grumpy and protesting. When we were finally finished with the meal, I sent everyone upstairs, saying, “Dani, why don’t you take these three upstairs and oversee their preparations for departure? The housekeeper will be gone until Monday, so I’ll take care of cleaning up the kitchen.”
“I’m on it,” he said. “You heard the man, boys—let’s go.”
They trooped out of the room, and I busied myself with the task at hand. When I saw the car pull up outside, I went upstairs in search of everyone. “Dani, boys,” I said from the hallway in a loud voice, “the car is here, and we don’t want to delay the flight.”
“Two ticks,” Dani said from the master bedroom.
“Hey, that’s my line.”
“So, I’m a plagiarist,” he said. “Bite me.”
“Babe, you know I don’t bite. On the other hand, I might just nibble on something else this evening when we’re alone.”
“With my blessing,” he said.
A head popped out of the boys’ room, and Giovanni said, “Papa, do we have to go?”
“Yes, you do. As the future heirs to the title of il Conte di Conti, you’re expected to be at your great-grandmother’s funeral.”
“La Contessa was a nice old lady,” he said, “but Grandmother is crazy.”
“Giovanni! Watch your tongue.”
“But, it’s true,” he said.
“Yes, it is, but it’s not nice for young boys to talk about their elders that way. Besides, your grandmother won’t be there—you know very well that she had to be institutionalized last year. Now, you and your brothers get out here, on the double.”
“Yes, Sir.” The head withdrew into the room.
“Did I miss something?” Dani said as he stepped out of the master suite.
“The usual,” I said as we walked down the stairs. “They don’t want to go; they liked the ‘old lady’, but Grandmother is crazy.”
“Kind of hard for twelve-year-olds to learn when to speak the truth, and when to keep silent.”
“Yeah,” I said.
My mother had met and fallen in love with my father when she was still in her late teens. He was visiting northern Italy incognito at the time, and had spent several weeks in her hometown of Conti. When she found herself pregnant, she impulsively told her father about it, saying she wanted to get married. Within hours, she’d been sedated and whisked out of the country, and my father had been thrown in jail. She was taken to the USA, and while still under the influence of the drugs, had been forced to marry a man whom her father knew. Her husband had exercised his marital rights frequently and violently, which caused a neighbor to take her to a shelter for battered women. By the time my father’s investigators had tracked her down, it was too late. As a devout Roman Catholic, she’d refused to ask for an annulment even though the marriage had been performed under duress and without a license. She was, by then, already descending into a kind of trauma-induced madness, and had ultimately created and retreated into her own little reality. She had spent the last dozen years living with Grandmother at her villa in Tuscany, but her once infrequent outbursts of uncontrollable behavior had begun to come with increasing frequency—to the point that Grandmother and I had finally made the somewhat painful decision to have her committed to a private psychiatric hospital.
I walked into the boys’ room and saw that no progress was being made. “Come on, guys,” I said, “stalling won’t put off the inevitable, and it certainly won’t earn you any points.”
“Points with who?” Bernardo asked.
“That’s ‘whom’, doofus,” Marcus said.
“Marcus,” I said, “this is not the time to give your brother a grammar lesson, now move—all three of you.”
“Yes, Sir,” they chorused. Then they trudged out of the room, each pulling a small roll-around case behind them and affecting the attitude of condemned men going to the gallows.
“And I’m not impressed by your body language, either,” I said. “This is neither the time nor the place for dramatic gestures.”
When we reached the front door, the resident security man was waiting for us and held the door open as we filed out to the car. “Hello, Sal,” I said to our driver/bodyguard.
“Good morning, Conte Marco,” he said. “We’re going to be late.”
“Tell that to these three,” I said, pointing at the boys. “They’ve been dragging their collective feet all morning.”
“Yeah, Uncle Sal,” Bernardo said, “we don’t want to go to a funeral.”
“I’m sorry to hear that,” Sal said. “I thought you guys were growing up.”
“We are,” Giovanni said.
“Not with that attitude,” Sal said. “When you grow up, you’ll find that there are certain things that you’re expected to do—whether you like them or not.”
We piled into the SUV, and Sal took us to the airport and drove inside the hangar where the Aragoni Group kept one of its two jets—the other one being based in the States.
“Wow,” Marcus said, “Grandfather got a new jet, didn’t he?”
“Actually,” I said, “it’s not new, but like the last jet, it’s newly refurbished.”
We boarded the Gulfstream and settled down in its luxurious interior, along with several other passengers who were headed to destinations further south than Conti. In what seemed like no time, the plane began a slow descent and glided into a smooth landing at the private airport operated by the Conti Group. Giuseppe, the resident security manager, was waiting for us with an SUV, and twenty minutes later we drove up to the entrance of il Castello di Conti, where the staff were lined up at the entrance—clearly waiting for us.
A quick survey of Italian castles reveals that they fall into two general categories: they’re either of a totally medieval design and closely resemble castles in England and France, or they are of a more recent design and have a distinctly Mediterranean flavor. Castello Conti fell clearly into the latter group and consisted of a quadrangle of connected buildings surrounding a central courtyard. The castle sat on a low hill overlooking the town of Conti.
“I see we have a welcoming committee,” Dani said.
“They just want to pay their respects,” I said. “Give them a break.”
I turned to the boys, one of whom was in the second seat with Dani, and the other two of whom were in the third seat. “As for you guys, now hear this: you will conduct yourselves with decorum. You know how to behave, and this is one of those times when you’d damn well better show it. Understood?”
“Yes, Sir,” they chorused.
“I hope, for your sakes, that you meant that.”
We exited the car and ran the gamut, responding to a number of well-wishers who were anxious to express their condolences to il Conte di Conti and his family on the loss of his grandmother.
“I’m glad that’s over,” Dani said, once we were in the privacy of the apartment reserved for the ruling Conte.
“Enjoy it while you can, babe,” I said. “We still have to put in an appearance in town, not to mention the funeral tomorrow. And yes, boys, the three of you will accompany Dani and myself on a little visit to the town this afternoon. The people expect it of us, and we will oblige them, understood?”
“Yes, Sir,” they said in unison.
They retreated to their room, and when I checked on them a few minutes later, were totally engrossed in computer games on their handheld devices. “Those three are getting to be a handful,” Dani said when we were in the privacy of our room.
“You think?”
“I’m thinking that five years at Eton will do them a lot of good,” he said.
“You’re right. I almost wish it was this fall instead of a year from now.”
“Have we been too hard on them, do you think?”
“In a word, no,” I said. “Don’t forget—we’re outnumbered.”
“Yeah, and because they’re triplets they frequently act as one. What’s on your agenda right now?”
“Luciano and I are going to spend an hour going over business affairs,” I said.
“Now!”
“Babe, it’s our usual Saturday routine when I visit. Grandmother’s family will be arriving this afternoon, and there certainly won’t be any time tomorrow.”
“Go, then,” he said. “I’ll have the tribe assembled in time for us to have lunch in town.”
“Good—I’ll give you an extra special reward later.”
“Make it a double.”




Chapter 4

 
 
Conti, Italy
Marco
 
I LEFT
the apartment and walked over to the section of the castle that housed the administrative offices of the Conti Group. Luciano was waiting for me and stood, as he always did, when I entered his office.
Luciano Neri was the grandson of Grandmother’s older brother, and therefore my second cousin. When I’d inherited the title and the responsibilities that came with it, he’d been managing director of a large business enterprise based in Rome and fresh out of a messy divorce. He’d jumped at the chance to move to Conti and become managing director of the Conti Group.
“Luciano,” I said, “you’re looking well.”
“Thank you, Marco,” he said as he shook my hand, “but flattery doesn’t become you, I’m forty-nine, and starting to look it. As for you, what can I say—you haven’t aged a bit in, what is it, fifteen years?”

Luciano, if only you knew. My father is nearly halfway through his third millennium, and he doesn’t look any older than me.
“It’s a family trait. That… and the fact that there’s a ‘gone to hell’ painting of me in the dungeon of il Castello d’Aragoni.”
“According to the book, that painting was in the attic, wasn’t it?” he said.
“Yeah, but castles don’t have attics.”
We spent the next hour going over the far-flung affairs of the Conti Group, and when I’d finished scanning the final page of his report, I said, “Things are really looking good, aren’t they?”
“That they are.”
“Is there enough room in Grandmother’s apartment to house your family?”
“They’re your family as well, Marco, and yes, there is. The younger generation have scattered to the four winds and won’t be coming, and the older generation has mostly died off, so there won’t be that many of us.”
“I realize they’re also my family, but other than your late grandparents, I’ve never met any of them. Some of them visited Grandmother at her villa in Tuscany frequently, but never when I happened to be there.”
“Yeah,” he said. “About the arrangements for la Contessa’s funeral—shall we go over them?”
“Sure, but first there’s something I need to tell you.”
“What?” he said.
“There are a great number of family pieces in her villa, many of which will probably be of interest to various members of the family. If you’ll designate someone to handle the distribution of them, Floria can tell you which pieces are family items. All I want is her desk, and I’m having that shipped to me in Aragoni.”
“Thanks, Marco. That’s a nice gesture of you.”
“No problem. Now, about the funeral?”
He handed me a single sheet of paper from which I read aloud, “She will lie in state in il Castello di Conti
from three to five this afternoon; Rosary Service in the parish church at seven thirty; Funeral Mass tomorrow afternoon at one.”
He looked at me expectantly, and I said, “Sounds good to me. I guess I’d better go tell the boys what’s expected of them.”
“How are they?”
“Getting to be a handful, and they’d rather be almost anywhere else right now. We’ve been thinking about letting them take turns during the ‘lying in state’ this afternoon. The townspeople expect to see the heir, I think, but nobody but Dani and I can tell them apart.”
“That’s a good idea. By the way, I took the liberty of picking up mourning bands for you. If you wear them in the town and during the public occasions, it will impress the heck out of the locals.” He handed me a small box, inside of which I could see some black bands.
“Are these elastic?” I said.
“Yes—one size fits all.”
“Thanks. By the way, how’s your love life, now that Izzy has moved on?” Ignazio “Izzy” Manos from Milan had been Luciano’s friend and playmate for almost as long as we’d known him.
“I’m in between affairs right now,” he said. “I’m getting too old and too fat to attract good-looking younger men, and I’m not about to pay for full-time companionship, so I’ve been thinking that maybe it’s time to settle down with a nice middle-aged woman.”
“And have an occasional rent boy when you’re out of town?”
“Exactly. Managing the affairs of the Conti Group requires a certain amount of travel, after all.”
“Whatever works for you,” I said.
“I can’t imagine living with the same person as long as you and Dani have been together.”
“Yeah,” I said, “we’ll have a twenty-fifth anniversary in a year or so.”
“And neither of you have ever—”
“Never,” I said.
“That’s amazing… and rare, I think, especially in gay circles.”
“Yeah. Well, duty calls, so I’ll see you later, and thanks, as always, for a job well done.”
“For which I am well paid,” he said.
“And you earn every penny of it.”
“Thanks.”
“I’ve been thinking… Grandmother’s apartment is the only private apartment in the castle with its own kitchen, right?”
“That’s true,” he said.
“Would you like to occupy it?”
“Sure,” he said. “Are you suggesting that we shut down the castle kitchen?”
“It’s a huge drain on resources. Maybe we could start phasing it out as employees retire—that way, the cleaning staff will still have a place to eat, at least for a time. Do you mind cooking for yourself eventually?”
“Not at all—I enjoy cooking, and it’ll be great to start doing it again. What about you and Dani?”
“I don’t know if it’s worth installing some sort of kitchenette in our apartment for just one weekend a month,” I said. “Besides, the people in the town like to see us out and about, and eating at the local restaurants. On the other hand, we should get some prices on installing a small kitchen in Giuseppe’s apartment—he deserves it. You might even give him the option of having your apartment renovated and letting him occupy it, if he prefers.”
“I’ll talk to him and set the wheels in motion a few weeks after the funeral.”
“Good.”
I returned to our apartment, where I found Dani in the boys’ room. The four of them were sitting around a card table, playing a board game.
“Having fun?” I said.
“You bet,” he said.
“Who’s winning?”
“Papa Dani is,” Bernardo said.
“Because he cheats,” Marcus said.
“No, he doesn’t,” Giovanni said, “he’s just smarter than us.”
“I won’t interrupt you, then. I’m going to the den right now to use the computer. We need to go into town to have lunch no later than one.”
“We’ll be ready,” Marcus said.
“Black suits and appropriate ties are the order of the day,” I said.
I went to the den, opened my laptop, and plugged into the cable modem. A quick check told me that neither Dani nor I had anything in our in-boxes that couldn’t keep, so I closed the lid and went into the master suite to shower and change. Dani came into the bathroom while I was toweling myself dry.
“Game over?”
“Yeah,” he said.
“Boys getting ready?”
“They were when I left their room, but as soon as you’re dressed, you should probably check in on them.”
“Will do. By the way, we’ll all be wearing mourning bands.”
“Really?” he said.
“It’s a sign of respect that’s expected in small towns, and Luciano was thoughtful enough to acquire them for us—there’s a small box on the dresser.”
“Way to go, Luciano.”
“Yeah,” I said.
Wearing a charcoal pinstriped suit and burgundy tie, I went to the boys’ room and walked into chaos. They were in various stages of undress, so I took charge, and by the time Dani joined us, they were ready for inspection. After that, I handed each of them an armband.
“Put these on your left arms,” I said. “Look at mine to see how to place it.”
“Do we hafta?” Marcus asked. “It looks silly.”
“It is a sign of respect, and the people in the town will think better of you for it.”
“What’s the schedule?” Dani said.
“We eat lunch, probably at Signor Burato’s hotel, then we come back here. Grandmother’s body will lie in state here in the castle from three till five, and there will be a Rosary Service at the church this evening. The funeral will be tomorrow afternoon.”
“Isn’t that a lot to ask from these three?” he said.
“Not really, but remember what we discussed about the theory of carrots and sticks as a means of enforcement?”
“Oh, yeah.”
“Listen to me, guys,” I said, “here’s the deal. All three of you will have to go to the Rosary Service tonight, and to church and the funeral tomorrow, but… if you’ll promise to behave yourselves at those events, I’ll make you a deal.”
“What kind of deal?” Bernardo said.
“The townspeople expect to see the heir to Conti in attendance at the lying in state this afternoon, but they can’t tell you guys apart. So, the deal is this—you can take turns sitting with Dani and me downstairs. Work that out amongst yourselves—all we ask is that one of you be there all the time. Two hours is one hundred twenty minutes, so that’s forty minutes apiece. Deal?”
“Yes, Sir,” they chorused.
“Good, now let’s go have lunch. Giuseppe should be waiting for us with a car just about now.”
Giuseppe dropped us off in front of the hotel and went to park the car. It was a pleasant day, so we took two tables in the outdoor seating area. Signor Burato came outside to greet us while the tables were being pushed together.
“Ah, Signor Conte,” he said, “allow me to express my condolences—even though she came to Conti infrequently in recent years, everyone was extremely fond of la Signora Contessa.” He rambled on for a bit, then segued into comments on how “big these boys are getting,” and by the time he wound down, Giuseppe had joined us at the table.
“Thank you, Signor Burato,” I said. “We appreciate it. What do you recommend for lunch?”
We placed our orders and as always, enjoyed the marvelous food that came from his kitchen. As usual, word had spread that we were out and about in the town, and people stopped by to say hello, and given the occasion, extend their condolences as well. I looked at my watch after the last well-wisher was out of sight.
“We need to get back to il Castello, guys. Showtime is only thirty minutes away.”
“Marco!” Dani said. “Don’t talk like that—it sounds disrespectful.”
“Sorry. I sit chastened.” In the car, I said, “By the way, Giuseppe, sometime in the near future, we’re going to install a small kitchen in Luciano’s apartment.”
“May I ask why?”
“Because Luciano will be moving into Grandmother’s apartment, and it has a kitchen. As soon as he’s out of his apartment, it will be yours. After that, we’re going to phase out the main kitchen as people retire. That will take a while, but it’s coming.”
“Thank you, Marco. As it happens, I like to cook.”
“Are we gonna get a kitchen too, Papa?” Marcus said.
“In a word, no. We’re only here one weekend a month, so what’s the point?”
“Maybe we could get one of those tiny little refrigerators,” Dani said, “so the boys can keep cold drinks on hand.”
“Good idea,” I said. We were approaching the castle, and I saw people standing at the main entrance. “Wow, people are already waiting in line. Maybe we’d better go around to another entrance, Giuseppe. I need to wash up and brush my teeth before I go to the receiving line.”
“Yeah,” Dani said, “can’t have Conte Marco greeting people with bad breath.”
“No argument there.”
Ten minutes before the appointed time, Dani and I went into the boys’ room. “I guess I don’t need to ask who’s standing the first watch,” I said. “Only one of you is completely dressed. Let’s go, Marcus.”
“Yes, Sir,” he said.
“And remember, guys, one of you needs to come downstairs and relieve Marcus when the time comes. Don’t make me send Giuseppe up here to look for you.”
“Yes, Sir,” Giovanni and Bernardo chorused.
As we walked down the corridor toward the stairs, Marcus said, “Do I have to talk to people?”
“Just smile and look like you’re sorry you have to be there on such a sad occasion. That shouldn’t be difficult given that you really don’t want to be there, but if somebody asks you a question, answer it briefly but politely. Got it?”
“Yes, Sir.”
When we arrived at the entrance to the main reception room, a security guard admitted us. I had to admit that someone had done a nice job of arranging things. Grandmother’s coffin was on a bier at one end of the room, surrounded by banks of flowers. There was a kneeler directly in front of the coffin.
I said quietly, “Follow my lead, Marcus,” and I walked up to the coffin, which mercifully was closed.
“Oh, good,” I said, “they’ve set up an inginocchiatoio.”
“A what?” Dani asked.
“That’s what the Italians call a kneeler or prie-dieu. The word is derived from ginocchio (knee) and the verb inginocchiarsi (to kneel down). I thought everybody knew that.”
“Conte Marco,” he said, “sometimes you’re a treasure trove of obscure knowledge.”
“Oops,” Marcus said, “Papa Dani called you Conte Marco. Even I know he only does that when he’s annoyed.”
“Not now, guys,” I said.
I knelt, using the inginocchiatoio, crossed myself, and said a quiet prayer. Then I took the first of the chairs situated at one side of the coffin, and watched as Marcus and Dani replicated my actions in front of the coffin. The guard at the door was clearly waiting for a signal, so as soon as Dani and Marcus were seated beside me, I gave him one. He lifted the velvet rope—where in the world had Luciano found red velvet ropes? Oh, yeah, that was what we used (reinforced by security guards) in other parts of the castle to keep the tourists out—and the line of well-wishers began to move forward. I glanced at my watch and made a note of the time. Exactly thirty-two minutes later, I leaned over and whispered to Marcus. “Okay, kiddo, it’s time for you to go to the bathroom.”
“But, Papa, I don’t need to go to the bathroom.”
“Yes, you do. Your time’s up, now excuse yourself and walk, don’t run, upstairs. I expect one of your brothers to walk through that door in exactly seven minutes. Show me your watch—I want to see if our watches are synchronized.”
He pulled the sleeve of his jacket back and complied with my request, and I said, “Very good. Now, go. You’ve got six and a half minutes as of… now.”
He stood and said, “Excuse me, Papa, but I need to go to the bathroom.”
“Run along,” I said, “but don’t take too long.”
“Yes, Sir.”
His back was to the rest of the room, and he was grinning, so I took two fingers and pushed the sides of his mouth together. “Put your solemn face back on,” I said as softly as possible.
He straightened his face and left. Six minutes later Bernardo entered the room and took the vacated chair; thirty-two minutes after that, I went through the same drill with him, and Giovanni took his place. The line of well-wishers dwindled to a trickle, and finally ended, so I looked at my watch and said, “Okay, guys, I think we can go upstairs now. And, Giovanni, don’t even think about breaking into a trot until we’re out of sight of the guards and anyone else who might be hanging around out there.”
“Yes, Sir.”
When we were back in the apartment, I accompanied Giovanni to where his brothers were playing computer games. “You guys did good down there,” I said, “and I’m proud of you.”
“So am I,” Dani said. “Now what?”
“Now, we relax for a while. Dinner will be a little after six, then we have to go to the Rosary Service.”
“How long will that last?” Bernardo asked.
“Probably a little less than thirty minutes, then your time is your own until tomorrow morning.”
When we arrived at the church, Father Rinaldo was waiting for us in an anteroom. “Good evening, Father Rinaldo,” I said. “It’s good to see you again, even if the occasion is a sad one.”
He expressed his condolences and escorted us into the church, where Floria and Luciano were already sitting in a reserved pew with several people I didn’t recognize. The Rosary Service was mercifully brief, and we were out of the church in short order—but not without my having made a commitment to join Luciano and his family in Grandmother’s apartment for a nightcap.
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SUNDAY morning, the normal Mass seemed somewhat shorter than usual, and I wondered idly if Father Rinaldo had cut it short in order to allow people time to go home and eat before the funeral. As we filed out of the church, the young priest who’d assisted with the service was standing beside Father Rinaldo. When I shook Father Rinaldo’s hand, I said, “Have you finally gotten an assistant after all these years?”
“Not exactly,” he said. “This is Father Tuccio, who will replace me when I retire at the end of the year.”
I greeted the young priest, said the expected things, then turned to Father Rinaldo and said, “It won’t be the same around here with Grandmother gone and you retired.”
“All things must come to an end, Conte Marco.”
Dani and I led the boys across the square and settled down in a café to have lunch. While we were eating, I looked the boys over carefully and liked what I saw—as most people who met them said, they were, in fact, turning into good-looking youngsters.
“Boys,” I said, “you’ve been extraordinarily good this weekend, and I appreciate it.”
“So do I,” Dani said.
“Do you think I should tell them about the surprise?” I said.
That prompted an outcry of “What surprise” from all three of them.
“Why don’t we let them wonder about it for a few more weeks?” Dani asked.
“Wonder about what?” Marcus said.
“Yeah, what?” his brothers chorused.
“Tell you what, guys,” Dani said. “Be good at the funeral this afternoon, and maybe, just maybe, when we get back to Aragoni, we’ll give you a hint.”
“That’s not fair,” Bernardo said.
“Life’s not fair, kiddo,” I said.
After lunch we walked around the square for a while, and when we arrived at the church for the funeral mass, even the boys were caught up in the solemnity of the occasion. Father Rinaldo’s eulogy was long, but it wasn’t nearly as tedious as it might have been, given that he’d known la Contessa for more than half a century. We sat patiently after the mass and accepted the condolences of the townspeople who chose to file past our front pew on their way out of the church. The casket would be moved into the family chapel, where it would eventually take its place in the family tomb beside that of her husband, the grandfather I’d never known. Finally, it was over and we returned to the castle.
“Okay, guys,” I said, “the plane will be here in an hour, and I don’t want to delay it because somebody isn’t packed and ready.”
“Yes, Papa,” Marcus said, “we know.”
Dani joined me in the shower, stood with his hands on his hips, and said somewhat indignantly, “What surprise?”
“Geez, Dani, I don’t know. I’m sure we’ll come up with something. By the way, thanks for backing me up.”
“Marco, we promised to drop them a hint when we get home.”
“Well, we’ve talked about taking them to Disney World—will that do?”
“Yeah, I think it will.”
“Good,” I said. “Then all you have to do is come up with some clever hints.”
“Me?”
“Well, it was your idea….”
“Oh, I am so gonna get you for that,” he said.
“One can only hope. Right now, I have to go to Grandmother’s apartment, pay my respects to the family, and make sure Floria has everything she needs.”
“Want me to go with you?” he said.
“I’d rather you stayed here and made sure the boys are ready to go on time.”
“That, I can do,” he said.
Showered and dressed, I went to Grandmother’s apartment to pay my respects. When I walked through the door, it was obvious that the visiting family members were making preparations to leave, but I found Floria sitting quietly in a chair in the sitting room, talking to Father Rinaldo. She started to stand when she saw me, but I waved her back into her chair.
“Keep your seat, Floria,” I said. “You know I don’t stand on ceremony.”
“Thank you, Marco.”
“Do you have everything you need?” I said.
“Yes, thank you.”
“If there is anything at all in this apartment that you would like for a keepsake, you have only to ask,” I said.
“Thank you for that, but everything of that nature was moved to Tuscany a long time ago.”
“When was the last time you saw my mother?” I said.
“Your grandmother and I visited her a few months ago.”
“Did she recognize either you or Grandmother?”
“No.”
“How long has it been since she recognized either of you?” I said.
“At least two years. Why do you ask?”
“Because I’m thinking about moving her to a facility nearer to me, and I was going to ask you if you’d like to accompany her—but if she no longer recognizes you, what would be the point?”
“When you do that, you just let me know,” she said. “I’ll be happy to accompany her.”
“Thank you. I guess Father Rinaldo has told you his news?”
“Sadly, yes.”
“It’s sort of like the end of an era, isn’t it?” I said.
She sighed and said, “That’s a very good way to describe it.”
“May I offer you a plane ride back to Siena?”
“Thank you, no. The train is quite pleasant, and not that long. I take my knitting or needlework with me and it passes the time—your grandmother and I did it many times over the years.”
We chatted a few minutes; then I went back to the apartment, where I found the boys packed and ready to roll. We were waiting at the airport when the Gulfstream landed, and back home in Aragoni an hour or so later. Needless to say, the minute we were back in our house, the boys wanted to know about the surprise.
“Shall we give them a hint?” Dani said.
“Sure,” I said.
“We’re going to go on a trip,” he said.
“What kind of a trip?” Bernardo asked.
“To a place where they have ducks,” I said.
“And mice,” Dani said.
“Are we going to a zoo?” Marcus asked.
“No,” I said, “it’s not a zoo.”
“And that’s all the hints for now,” Dani said.
“Aw,” they chorused.
“Can we at least ask when?” Giovanni said.
“I don’t know. What do you think, Dani?”
“That won’t hurt,” he said, “why don’t you tell them.”
“Okay. The trip will take place in October, when it’s cooler.”
“Whoa!” Marcus said. “That’s another hint, isn’t it? That means it’s usually warm where we’re going, right?”
“My lips are sealed for now,” I said.
 
 
A COUPLE
of weeks later, Dani and I came home from work and went upstairs to the room we’d designated as the boys’ study. What had been a guest bedroom now contained three desks, each with its own computer, along with a table in one corner that was regularly used for playing board games and whatever else they were interested in at the moment. All three of the boys were using their computers. Dani spotted something new and walked over to where a corkboard was mounted on one wall.
“What’s this?” he said.
“Let me see,” I said.
The thing that had caught his attention was a sheet of paper pinned to the corkboard, which had obviously been created using a computer. At the top of the sheet the word “surprise” was printed in large capital letters with the word “hints” in parenthesis beside it. Below the heading were printed the following words and phrases: It has ducks and mice; it’s warm in October; you can see ghosts; there are pirates. Below the last words a few blank lines were printed.
“They’re really getting into this, aren’t they?” I said.
“For sure.”
“When are you gonna give us another hint, Papa?” Giovanni said.
“Soon.”
“Maybe after dinner tonight,” Dani said.
“Cool—trying to figure this out is kind of fun.”
“Meanwhile, who wants to go to the baths, and then have dinner in the old quarter afterward?” I said.
“I do,” they chorused.
“Homework finished?” Dani said.
“I need ten minutes,” Bernardo said.
“Five minutes,” Marcus said.
“I’m done,” Giovanni said.
“Okay, guys,” I said. “Dani and I will change clothes and be waiting for you downstairs.”
“Can Biaggio come with us?” Giovanni said.
“That’s up to him. Since you’ve finished your homework, why don’t you go ask him while Dani and I change?”
“Yes, Sir.”
When we were alone in the master suite, Dani said, “How long shall we keep up this business of the hints?”
“Until one of them figures it out or it’s close to time to leave.”
“Really?” he said.
“Sure, why not? It’s certainly got them on their toes, and they seem to be having fun with it.”
“True, and we still have several hints we haven’t dropped,” he said.
“That was so smart of you, babe—sitting down and compiling a list of hints.”
“Yeah, it was one of my better ideas, wasn’t it?”
“Are you surprised that the boys wanted to ask Biaggio to go with us?” I said.
“Not really—all three of them are really fond of him. I think they see him as a sort of older brother.”
“I wonder if we ought to invite him along—”
“You mean when we take them to Disney World?” he said.
“Yeah.”
“Why not? In the old days, didn’t people take the governess along when they took their children on a trip?”
“Yeah. By the way, speaking of taking children on a trip…,” I said.
“Yes?”
“I need to take the train to Milan either this Friday or next.”
“To take a closer look at that asylum?” he said.
“It’s actually a private psychiatric hospital, but yes, and maybe that would be a good time to take Valerius on that trip out of the Duchy that we talked about when we met at Father’s house. The proposed trip to take him to Siena with us got canceled when Grandmother died.”
“Want me to go with you?” he said.
“That’s up to you—you know I don’t like being without you, but there’s no reason for everyone being inconvenienced.”
We finished changing and went downstairs to the living room to wait for the boys, who appeared five minutes later with Biaggio in tow. I’d arranged for someone to drive us to the baths and back, so Biaggio sat up front with the driver, Dani and I occupied the backseat, and the boys piled into the third row of seats in the SUV. When we arrived at the grounds of il Castello d’Aragoni, I couldn’t help commenting on the changes.
“Wow,” I said. “They’re really making progress with the new buildings, aren’t they?”
“Yeah,” Dani said, “but it’s gonna be a mess for a couple of years or more.”
“You have to admit that designing our own apartment has been kind of fun.”
“No argument there,” he said.
The castle complex, which was collectively referred to as il Castello, consisted of the medieval castle and three buildings of more recent construction visible at the rear of the castle and a good hundred yards from it. The three buildings were about two hundred years old, and each had six stories above ground, plus a couple of basement levels. In addition to the administrative offices of Aragoni Enterprises, they contained apartments occupied by various members of Father’s extended family. We had an apartment on the top floor of one of the three buildings, which we occupied from roughly the first snowfall to the first thaw, in order to avoid having to make the thirty-mile round trip up and down the mountain every day during the snow season. The castle complex was served by the city tram system, and was also connected to the city by a series of underground tunnels, which came in handy during the long winters. During the winter we could take the tram to work, or we could descend to the tunnels and drive a golf cart to the hospital. Out of sight at the rear of the three buildings was a smaller building, which housed the official residence of il Duca d’Aragoni. New ten-story buildings were going up on either side of the three buildings, and we’d been offered what would be the penthouse apartment in one of them, but had instead elected to occupy a portion of a lower floor. As soon as the new buildings were ready for occupancy, the residents of the older buildings would relocate into them. Then the older buildings were to be razed and replaced. The castle complex sat in the middle of several acres of parkland, and the parkland was surrounded by walls that dated back to medieval times. Over the centuries the city of Aragoni had grown up around the walls.
“Are you sorry we didn’t choose the penthouse?” I said.
“Not at all. A penthouse with a roof terrace wouldn’t be much good in the winter, and that’s the only time we’re in residence in the castle.”
Our driver pulled into the parking garage behind the buildings and dropped us off at the elevators. I told him we’d call him in an hour or so; then we went to the elevator. In the baths, the boys, as usual, shared one of the dressing rooms, while Biaggio, Dani, and myself took individual rooms. The three of us emerged a few minutes later wearing shower sandals and terrycloth robes, while the boys opted to simply wrap towels around their waists. As was our custom, we headed for the calidarium, and settled down on the tiled bench built around the perimeter of the pool—the height of the bench was such that the water came up to the neck of anyone as short as we were. The boys headed for the middle of the pool, which was just deep enough for them to swim and horse around in. After a few minutes of play, they came back to the steps near where we were sitting and told us they were moving to the tepidarium to join some friends they’d spotted.
“Go right ahead,” I said, “but keep the noise level down, okay?”
“Yes, Sir,” they chorused as they climbed the steps.
“Should I go with them?” Biaggio said.
“Enjoy your soak and don’t worry about it,” I said. “We can monitor them from here.”
“Actually, I think I’ll take a quick dip in the tepidarium and then go have a massage,” Biaggio said. “I’ve spent hours hunched over my desk lately, and my back, shoulders, and neck hurt.”
“Go right ahead,” I said. “By the time you’re finished with that, we’ll be ready to hit the showers.”
He climbed the steps, and Dani and I settled back on the bench, resting our heads on the edge of the pool.
“Did you notice something different about the boys?” Dani said.
“What?” I said.
“The last time we were here with them, we both noticed signs of the onset of puberty, including the beginnings of pubic hair. The latter seems to have disappeared.”
“Yeah, I noticed. I wonder what brought that on?”
“Take a guess.”
“Well, except for the occasional guest, everyone who uses the family baths has adopted the Roman custom and shaves. Maybe they decided to conform.”
“Could be.”
“Perhaps,” I said, “but I will ask.”
“When?”
“When we’re all in the showers together seems like an appropriate time,” I said.
“Good. Did you see which massage room Biaggio entered?”
“Yeah, and I’m keeping an eye on the light over that door—when it’s turned back on, that’ll be our clue that he’s gone to the showers.”
There were four massage rooms available in the baths—two staffed by men and two staffed by women. Lights over the doors to each room indicated when the room was available. Each massage room had a front entrance that we could see from where we were; there was also a rear exit that led directly to the showers. The much larger public baths, which were both outside the castle complex and a major tourist attraction, offered similar services, and the massage professionals worked there by appointment. Here in the family baths, appointments weren’t necessary and it was first come, first served. The baths were modeled after the baths of ancient Rome, with one exception. In Rome, men and women used the baths at different times, whereas the baths in Aragoni were coed. Father had explained that when the first permanent settlement was established on the plateau, everybody worked from sunrise to sunset. There wasn’t enough leisure time available for men and women to use the baths separately, so they used them at the same time, and the custom had continued to this day.
“Okay, you do that while I keep an eye on the kids,” Dani said.
I settled back and let my mind wander for a while, and before I knew it, I realized that the light over the massage door I’d been watching had been turned back on, indicating that the masseur was once again available. “Time to head for the showers,” I said.
“Let’s go,” Dani said.
We retrieved our robes and sandals and walked over to the tepidarium, where the boys were still splashing around with two or three other kids. I managed to get their attention and motioned them to where we stood.
“Time to go,” I said when they were close enough that I didn’t have to shout.
“Already?” Marcus said.
“Yes, already. We’ve been here considerably longer than an hour.”
“Where’s Biaggio?” Giovanni said.
“He had a massage and is already in the showers,” Dani said.
They followed us dutifully to the shower area where we stood around a stalk, from the top of which sprouted showerheads pointing in all directions. When everyone was finished and the water turned off, I said, “Okay, guys, I want to ask you a question.”
“What question?” Bernardo said.
“When did you guys start shaving?”
“We don’t shave yet,” Marcus said, rubbing his chin.
“He’s not talking about your faces,” Dani said.
“Oh, that,” Marcus said.
“Yes, that,” I said.
“We decided we wanted to be like everyone else,” Marcus said, “so we bought a razor and some shaving gel at the supermarket. Was that wrong?”
“Of course not,” I said. “Dani and I couldn’t help noticing, and we were curious, that’s all.”
“It might, however, tend to set you apart from your classmates when you get to Eton,” Dani said.
“I don’t think it will,” Bernardo said.
“Why?” I said.
“Because we’re gonna try out for the swim team,” he said, “and lots of guys on the swim team shave some or all of their pubes—at least they do at the university, and we’ve heard that it’s true elsewhere.”
“That’s right,” I said, “your team uses the indoor pool at the university.”
“Yes, Sir,” Marcus said, “and their team is there almost every time we are, so we see them in the locker room.”
“In that case,” I said. “I can’t argue with your logic.”
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THE summer moved along, and the boys still hadn’t solved the riddle of the “surprise,” nor had we told them what it was, although we knew we couldn’t put it off much longer. My planned trip to Milan had been repeatedly postponed for various reasons. Dani and I were planning to take a three-day weekend at the end of August and go visit our friends Joel and Claire in Paris, but fate intervened. I had an empty appointment calendar Thursday afternoon and was really looking forward to catching up on the never-ending paperwork, so I could take a long weekend off with a clear conscience, when my receptionist called me.
“Dr. d’Argenzio,” she said, “you’re wanted in the ER.”
“Why?” I said.
“I don’t know,” she said, “they merely said it was urgent and hung up.”
“I’m on my way.”
I hurried out the door and down the corridor to the covered walkway, which led from the medical building where my office was located to the hospital proper, and finally arrived in the ER. “Someone sent for me?” I said to the aide currently manning the desk.
“You’re wanted in cubicles four, five, and six,” she said.
“Excuse me?” I said.
“Dr. d’Argenzio, there are patients in all three of those cubicles asking for you.”
“Thanks,” I said, and I hurried to the treatment area, where I found that all three cubicles, normally separated by movable curtains, had been opened into one large treatment area. Each of the boys occupied one of the three treatment tables, and Biaggio was hovering nearby, looking more than a little distraught.
“What the hell happened?” I said to nobody in particular.
“I’m sorry, Cousin Marco,” Biaggio said, “the boys were climbing the rock face behind the house, and some of the rocks gave way.”
“Really? They’ve climbed up there regularly for the past couple of years without incident. What happened?”
“The rescue people think that repeated winter freezes must have weakened some of the rocks,” he said.
I looked at the treatment tables, saw that the boys were fairly quiet, and wondered if they’d been sedated already. An intern was checking Marcus over, so I said, “How bad is it, Doctor?”
“We’ll have to take some X-rays to be sure,” he said, “but between the three of them, I think we’ve got two broken legs and a broken arm—at least—in addition to numerous bruises, cuts, and abrasions.”
Marcus looked up at me and said, “I’m sorry, Papa.”
“Don’t be,” I said. “As I understand it, it wasn’t anybody’s fault, so there’s nothing to be sorry about. Where do you hurt?”
“My left leg hurts, and the doctor says it’s broken.”
“Hang in there, and they’ll get you taken care of.”
“Yes, Sir.”
“Biaggio, has anyone called Dani?” I said.
“Yes, Sir,” he said. “He’s on the way down here, but he had to secure his inner lab first.”
I moved to the next cubicle and said to Giovanni, “How’re you feeling, kiddo?”
“My left arm hurts a little bit, but I’m okay,” he said.
I tousled his hair, said something I hoped was soothing, and moved to the final cubicle, where Bernardo appeared to be doing his best not to cry. “Does it hurt bad?” I said.
“Yes, Papa, my right leg hurts. Real bad.”
“They’ll give you something for pain as soon as they’re through checking you over,” I said.
The intern, who’d followed me from patient to patient, said, “Two of the bones in his leg are broken.”
“Which explains the amount of pain,” I said.
“What the heck is going on here?” an authoritative-sounding female voice said from somewhere behind me.
I turned and saw Gertrude McClanahan standing there wearing her usual tailored suit. Gert, as Dani and I called her, had been semiretired when we flew to Boston to pick up the triplets, arriving literally as they were being delivered. She had taken an indefinite leave from her job as floor supervisor at Massachusetts General Hospital to care for her husband during the final stages of lung cancer—I’d known her when I was a resident at Mass General. We’d hired her to accompany us from Boston to Aragoni and assist in transporting the newly born triplets. Once she was satisfied that our nanny had a handle on things, she traveled on to Italy to visit her family. She’d ultimately settled in Aragoni to become nursing supervisor of the hospital. Now in her late fifties, she still appeared to be fit and trim.
“Hi, Gert,” I said. “To answer your question, what we have here are three amateur mountain climbers who encountered some very loose rocks.”
She walked around the cubicles, talking to the boys, all three of whom were very fond of her and regarded her as a sort of surrogate grandmother. Before I could say anything else to Gert, Dani showed up and I had to once again explain what was going on.
“Well, there goes the trip,” Dani said.
“Yeah, no Paris for us this weekend.”
“That too,” he said, “but I was thinking of October.”
“You’re right,” I said. “We’ll have to change a ton of reservations, but let’s hold off on that until we hear what the orthopedic guys have to say.”
The intern interrupted me, saying he was ready for the boys to be wheeled up to X-ray. “Don’t bother summoning three orderlies,” I said. “Just have three gurneys brought here. Dr. Rosati and I can handle two of them; that way we’ll only tie up one orderly.”
“Yes, Sir,” he said. “I gave our two-broken-bones patient a little something for the pain.”
“Thank you,” I said.
An orderly appeared, pushing a gurney, and we moved Marcus onto it. Then he retrieved another gurney and we repeated the process with Giovanni, and finally with Bernardo. Satisfied that our patients were as comfortable as possible under the circumstances, the three of us wheeled the gurneys to the elevators, with Gert following. In X-ray, it took an hour to get all of the pictures taken and examined, and another hour for everyone’s bones to be set and cast. Bernardo’s two broken bones turned out to be serious, but not nearly as bad as we’d feared. The orthopedic surgeon on call recommended surgery to pin the bones together, but I talked him out of it, with Bernardo listening to the conversation.
“The men in my family heal very quickly,” I said. “If I can keep him immobile long enough, he’ll be just fine.”
“We’re talking about a twelve-year-old boy, not a man,” the surgeon said.
“Let me rephrase that. People in my family heal very quickly.”
“Are you sure, Dr. d’Argenzio? You’ll have a difficult time keeping a twelve-year-old immobile for a couple of weeks.”
“I’m quite sure,” I said. “All we have to do is put the fear of surgery and further treatment into him. In addition, we have a powerful incentive to keep him under control.”
“Powerful incentive?”
I stepped close to him and whispered in his ear, “A trip to Disney World in late October. The boys know we’re going somewhere, but they don’t yet know the location.”
“That might just do it,” he said, “but he’s got to stay off that leg for quite a while.”
“I understand completely, and we’ll see to it.”
“Are you sure, Marco?” Dani said.
“Let’s ask the patient,” I said, and I turned to Bernardo, who at that point was still on a gurney, waiting his turn for a cast. “You heard the man, kiddo. You have a choice: either have surgery to put pins in those bones—which will mean a stay in the hospital—or go home in a cast and stay off your feet—and I mean totally off your feet—for a couple of weeks until we can have some more pictures taken to see how the bones are knitting.”
“What happens if I don’t stay off of that leg?” Bernardo said.
“In the worst-case scenario,” I said, “they would have to go in and rebreak the bone, pin it, and you’d be laid up for quite a while.”
“Would I have to stay in bed all that time?” he said.
“In bed, or in a wheelchair,” I said. “No walking around on crutches or anything like that for a couple of weeks.”
“And if the pictures show that the bones are knitting okay by then?” he said.
“Then you can start using crutches to a limited degree,” the surgeon said.
“Then I’ll do it,” Bernardo said. “I don’t wanta have surgery and stay in the hospital.”
“It’s your call, kiddo,” I said. “But you’ve got to promise me that you’ll follow the rules.”
“Yes, Sir, I promise,” he said.
Gert went with us to get the boys safely home and installed in their room. The boys had always shared a room, and their bedroom was currently set up with bunk beds on one side of the room and a matching single bed on the other. Dani and I took a few minutes to move the top bunk down to the floor so there would be three beds side by side for the three semi-invalids; then we allowed the ambulance attendants to move Bernardo to it from his stretcher. When the three of them were settled in their beds, I told Bernardo in no uncertain terms that he was not to get out of bed for anything.
“What if I have to go to the bathroom?” he said.
“You call for help,” I said. “Dani and I will put you in that wheelchair, roll you into the bathroom, and transfer you onto the toilet. Be glad that the hospital was able to rent us a wheelchair with a leg rest, or you’d have to use a bedpan.”
“Yes, Sir.”
Gert, Dani, and I left Biaggio with the boys while we went downstairs to the kitchen, where Mrs. Motta, our cook, was waiting for instructions.
“Are the boys ready to eat?” Mrs. Motta said.
“They’ve been through a bit of an ordeal,” I said, “so maybe just a bowl of soup or something light.”
“I can do that,” she said. “Meanwhile, the three of you and Biaggio can help yourselves to what I’ve already prepared.”
“Thanks,” I said. “We’ll do that in a few minutes.”
“I can’t stay, Marco,” Gert said.
“Then thank you for all your help, and can I offer you a lift back to the hospital so you can retrieve your car?”
“I didn’t drive to work today because I have a houseguest for the weekend. He drove me to work this morning.”
“Your friend who owns the wine shop?” I said.
“The same.”
“Way to go, Gert,” I said. “Are there wedding bells in the future?”
“Stranger things have happened,” she said with a sly smile. “Anyway, I’d appreciate a ride down the mountain as far as my house.”
“Consider it done,” I said.
I gave Gert a lift to her house, and when I returned I went looking for Dani, and found both he and Biaggio in the boys’ room, entertaining them.
“How is everyone?” I said.
“Surviving,” Dani said.
“Even Bernardo?” I said.
“He’s in a little discomfort, but is in good spirits, all things considered,” Dani said.
I walked over to Bernardo’s bed, sat down on the edge of it, and took his hand. “Are you really all right, kiddo?” I said.
“Yes, Sir,” he said.
“Good. When bedtime rolls around, I’ll give you something to help you sleep through the night.”
“Thank you, Papa,” he said.
I returned to where Dani and Biaggio were sitting. “Maybe it’s time to tell them about the surprise,” I said.
“Yeah,” Dani said. “It might take their minds off of their troubles.”
That prompted a chorus of “tell us” from the boys.
“With all those hints,” I said thinking of the corkboard in their study, “I’m really surprised that three smart young men like you guys never quite figured it out.”
“We tried,” Marcus said.
“Okay,” I said, “I’ll add one more hint. Does the name ‘Orlando’ mean anything to you?”
“Orlando, as in Orlando, Florida?” Giovanni said.
“The same,” I said.
“That means we’re going to Disney World, right?”
“Bingo,” I said.
They all started talking at once, and it took a minute to get them quieted down. “Listen, guys, we haven’t eaten, so we’re going downstairs to take care of that problem. There’ll be plenty of time between now and late October to talk about the details, okay?”
We left the room, motioning Biaggio to come with us, and went down to the kitchen. While Dani served the food left for us by Mrs. Motta, I took a good look at Biaggio and said, “Biaggio, you look kind of down. Are you still blaming yourself for what happened?”
“Yes, Sir,” he said. “I was responsible for them, and—”
I cut him off, saying, “It wasn’t your fault. They’ve climbed up those rocks dozens of times. You and I both know that water seeps into crevices in rocks, and when it freezes in the winter it can expand enough to crack them. It can take several winters, but eventually the crack gets wide enough to weaken the rock.”
“I guess,” he said.
“Were they wearing their helmets and other gear?” I said.
“Yes, Sir, I always make sure they do that.”
“And you were watching them, right?” I said.
“Yes, Sir.”
“Then you did all that you could have done,” I said. “They’re twelve-year-old boys and very active—there’s no way you’re going to keep them from getting hurt once in a while.”
“Yes, Sir.”
“By the way, have you asked your current girlfriend to accompany you when we go to Disney World?” I said.
“Yes, Sir, and she wants to go.”
“But?”
“She still lives at home, and her mother is very old-fashioned.”
“Sorry,” I said.
“She thinks she’ll wear her mother down between now and then.”
“Good for her, but she’d better get busy—we leave in a little over six weeks.”
“Ready to eat?” Dani said as he set some plates on the island.
Biaggio consumed his food quickly and said, “If you don’t mind, I think I’ll go to my room now.”
“Go right ahead,” I said, “and stop blaming yourself. By the way, since our weekend trip to Paris is now canceled, why don’t you take the weekend off.”
“Yes, Sir,” he said.
Biaggio left the kitchen, and Dani and I ate our food. “Speaking of Paris, I guess I’d better give Joel and Claire a call,” I said.
“I sent them an e-mail while you were taking Gert home,” he said.
“Good.”
I finished eating, went to the pantry, and retrieved a roll of plastic garbage bags. I set them on the counter and said, “I’m going to run down to the cellar for a minute.”
“Why?” he said.
“Patience.”
In the cellar, it took me a minute or two, but I managed to locate an almost new roll of duct tape, which I carried back up to the kitchen and placed on the counter beside the garbage bags. “What would the world do without duct tape?” I said.
“I don’t know about the world,” Dani said, “but what are you gonna do with it?”
“Patience,” I said again. “Ready to go upstairs?”
“Yeah.”
I grabbed the garbage bags and duct tape and said, “Follow me.”
When I entered the boys’ room, Marcus, who was sitting up in bed playing a handheld computer game, said, “What’s all that stuff, Papa?”
“I’m glad you asked,” I said. “You can be my guinea pig.”
“Excuse me,” Marcus said.
“You guys shower before you go to bed, right?” I said.
“Yes, Sir,” he said, “but they told us in the hospital not to get the casts wet.”
“Exactly,” I said. “If you’ll follow me to the bathroom, I’ll show you how to protect your cast. Giovanni, you can watch, but I think Bernardo needs to wait until tomorrow morning, when he feels better.”
“Why don’t you do it right here so everyone can watch?” Dani said.
“Good idea,” I said. “Marcus, I want you to sit on the edge of your bed with both feet resting on the floor.”
When Marcus was situated, I slid his shorts off and slipped one of the garbage bags up over his bad leg, cast and all. Then I showed him how to securely tape it around his upper thigh. “It’s got to be tight enough to keep water from running down into the bag,” I said. “Don’t stay in the shower too long, and be sure to hold onto the grab rails—that’s what they’re there for, and don’t even think about trying to make it to the bathroom without using your crutches. Giovanni, you’ll definitely have to get one of your brothers to help you with your arm.”
“You forgot to say, only one in the shower at a time,” Dani said.
“Yeah,” I said. “I know how you guys like to horse around together in the shower, but you can’t do that right now. Only one at a time, and I want someone else in the bathroom at all times, ready to help. Got that?”
“Yes, Sir,” they chorused.
“Okay,” I said. “Dani, if you’ll help Marcus into the bathroom, I’ll deal with Giovanni’s arm.”
I got Giovanni’s cast securely covered and said, “Okay, kiddo. You sit tight while I go get some more supplies.”
I went to the master bedroom, retrieved a few things, and returned to the boys’ room just as Dani led Marcus from the bathroom and said, “Next.”
“That’s your cue, Giovanni,” I said. “Meanwhile, I’m going to give Bernardo a sponge bath.”
“Do you have to, Papa?” Bernardo said when I sat down on the edge of his bed.
“Relax, I’m just going to take care of your good leg and your face. But first, take this pill—it’ll help you sleep.”
I handed him a glass of water, and he swallowed the pill.
“Do you need to go to the bathroom?” I said.
“No, Sir.”
“Well,” I said, “if you need to do so during the night, don’t even think about doing it without Dani or me helping you, promise?”
“Yes, Sir.”
Once he was cleaned up to my satisfaction, I walked over to one of the three dressers in their room and plugged a small device into the nearest outlet.
“What’s that?” Marcus said.
“It’s the baby monitor that was in this room when you guys were little,” I said.
“Are you going to eavesdrop on us?”
“Not at all,” I said, “but if someone calls for help in the middle of the night, Dani and I want to hear it—we won’t even turn it on in our room until after lights out, okay?”
“Yes, Sir.”
“And tomorrow night, Dani and I will help you get ready to shower, but after that, you guys are to help each other as needed. Understand?”
“Yes, Sir.”
We went down to the den and opened a bottle of wine, after which I got on the computer and sent a follow-up e-mail to Joel and Claire, in which I promised to call them over the weekend. Then we settled down to read and unwind for a bit. In fact, I became so engrossed in my book that I lost all track of time, until Dani said, “Marco, it’s after eleven.”
“Let me finish this page, and we can climb the well-worn stairs.”
A few minutes later, we carried our glasses upstairs to the master bedroom, then went to check on the boys. Bernardo was out cold, Marcus was using his handheld computer, and Giovanni was reading a book. “It’s bedtime, guys,” I said.
“Already?” Giovanni said.
“Already. You’ve had a somewhat exciting day, and it’s time to call it a night.”
They grumbled a bit but settled down in their beds, and both Dani and I gave each of them a hug and a kiss on the forehead. Marcus hugged me back somewhat tightly, and Giovanni did the best he could with one arm. When we were in our room, Dani said, “That was a sweet domestic moment.”
“Yeah,” I said.
“I wonder how long they’ll continue to be that affectionate with us?”
“In private, probably for quite a while, perhaps even longer,” I said. “But in public, I think they’ll begin to taper off in a year or two.”
“You think?”
“Yes, I think, because that’s the way their peers will be behaving by then. Bet I can get undressed faster than you.”
We got up a little early Friday morning, so we could make certain that the boys were situated for the day. Bernardo said that his pain had receded to a point that it could be managed with Panadol—he also elected to wait until bedtime before attempting a shower, and we’d made it clear that he’d be required to use the shower in the master bathroom because it had a bench at one end that would allow him to sit and be hosed down with the shower massage. We gave the two ambulatory boys strict orders to stay in the house and more importantly to stay relatively inactive. Biaggio assured us that they would follow instructions.
“Don’t try to get Bernardo into and out of that wheelchair by yourself, Biaggio,” I said. “I’ve already alerted the security man to expect a call from you when the need arises.”
“I understand,” he said.
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FRIDAY, after work, we made a couple of stops in the city and arrived at the house just in time to join the boys for dinner, which was being served at the table in their den.
“How are you getting along with that wheelchair, Bernardo?” I said.
“It’s better than surgery and staying in the hospital, Papa.”
“That’s the attitude,” I said.
“The other two wanted to come downstairs to eat,” Biaggio said, “but Mrs. Motta and I insisted they take their meal up here tonight, just as they did for breakfast and lunch.”
“I’m glad you did,” I said. “Tomorrow, Dani and I will make sure Marcus knows how to use his crutches to get up and down the stairs. Bernardo won’t be coming downstairs on his own for a couple of weeks.”
“What’s in the bag, Papa?” Giovanni said.
I removed two boxes from the bag and said, “This is why we were late getting home this evening. We had to go to a couple of shops in town to track these things down.”
“But what are they?” Marcus said. “The name on the boxes doesn’t tell us very much.”
“Plastic sleeves to help people in casts take showers,” I said. “They slip up over your leg or arm, and have a self-adhesive seal to make them watertight.”
“Cool,” Marcus said. “Pulling that tape off last night after my shower wasn’t much fun.”
Dani and I settled down to spend a weekend of quality time with the boys. We spent much of Saturday and Sunday alternating between playing cards and board games with and otherwise amusing three semi-invalids. We also made sure they’d be able to wear their uniforms when school started on Monday. Giovanni had no problem wearing his arm in a sling under his blazer, but we had to slit the legs of both Marcus’s and Bernardo’s trousers to accommodate their casts, and we had to summon a van in order to accommodate Bernardo’s wheelchair. I accompanied them to school Monday morning so I could meet with the headmaster and give him some necessary instructions as to what the boys in general, and Bernardo in particular, were and were not permitted to do while they were recovering. The start of the school year also signaled the start of the council sessions for the new year, and I left it to Dani and Biaggio to get the boys home from school while I went straight from my office to the castle complex to attend the opening council session, which began with an early dinner.
I was well acquainted with the council chamber because Father had selected me to stand in for him while he and Angelina were on their honeymoon. When I entered the room, I saw that the long table was set with thirteen place settings instead of the usual pads, pencils, and copies of this evening’s agenda, which would be produced once the dishes and silverware were cleared away. Several family members, all of whom I knew to one degree or another, were standing around the table, talking. Among them was a very familiar face, so I walked up to him.
“Hello, Andreas, your presence here tells me that your time has finally come.”
“For both of us, it seems,” he said.
“Yeah,” I said. “I took Father’s place for a few weeks when he was on his honeymoon, but this is different. How the heck are you? I haven’t seen you at the baths for quite a while.”
“When Nick and I broke up, I had to get away for a while,” he said, “so I took most of the summer off to go home to Greece.”
“I was sorry to hear about that,” I said. “Dani and I thought you and Nick were very good together.”
“So did I, but in the end I think I was too much for him.” His face brightened, and he said, “On the other hand, I met someone while I was in Greece.”
“Really?” I said. “That was quick.”
“These things happen,” he said, “and for once I might have met my match.”
Andreas had a reputation for wearing his lovers out, usually in a couple of years. By all accounts, Nick had lasted three times as long as any of his predecessors.
“Wow. Does that mean he’s moving to Aragoni?”
“Just as soon as he can,” he said, “and there’s more.”
“More?”
“Yeah, and that’s the best part,” he said. “He’s one of us.”
“No kidding?”
“Swear to God,” he said. “I actually knew him when we were children, but we’d lost touch over the years.”
“That’s great,” I said. “If there’s anything Dani and I can do to help, you have only to ask.”
“Don’t you own some commercial property in the old quarter of the city?” he said.
“That we do. Why?”
“Because Petros—his name is Petros Papakostas—is not just a good cook like Nicky was, he’s a chef, and wants to open a restaurant. I’m going to back him.”
“That sounds great,” I said. “Unfortunately, the three buildings we own are under lease, and long-term leases, at that.”
“Thanks, anyway,” he said. “We’ll find something through an agente immobiliare.”
“Wait a minute, he’s not going to call it ‘Papakostas’, is he?”
“No,” he said, “that would be too similar to the restaurant I introduced you and Dani to—Miklos Papageorgiou, which is commonly called Papa’s.”
Our conversation was interrupted by a fork being tapped against a glass. “Gentlemen,” Father said from the head of the table, “they are ready to serve our dinner. Please find your places and take your seats.”
“Talk to you later,” I said to Andreas, and I went in search of my place at the table. There were tent cards containing names located to the right of every plate, and I found that mine was the place at Father’s right. I took my seat and looked to see who was sitting next to and across from me, quickly determining that the three seats on each side of the table closest to Father were occupied by his sons, further demonstrating that there really was a sort of pecking order among family members. Dismissing that thought, I made small talk with those around me as we waited for the food to be served.
Later, while we were eating, Father leaned toward me and said, “Marco, I understand that you have found it necessary to postpone your trip to Milan for a few weeks.”
“Yes, Sir,” I said. “The boys had a mishap the other day while climbing, and have a few broken bones to show for it.”
“Boys will be boys,” he said.
“Just so,” I said.
“I trust none of them were serious,” he said.
“No, they weren’t that serious,” I said. “Anyway, I’ve rescheduled the trip for Friday, three weeks from now.”
“Very good,” he said. “This whole business of the mysterious cries for help has me very concerned.”
“All of us should be,” I said.
“That is why it is on the agenda tonight,” he said.
We finished our meal and took a break while the table was cleared, then we returned to our seats and the meeting began. Following the printed agenda, Father quickly took us through the business that had been left undecided before the summer break, along with the usual reports concerning the activities of the various family enterprises. Then he said, “The first item of new business on tonight’s agenda is something which was brought to my attention only recently when Marco called for an urgent meeting of certain family members.” He went on to explain what had been disclosed at that meeting, and when he was finished, the questions flew—some directed at him and some directed at me—until he finally called a halt.
Father said, “Marco will be taking Valerius with him in a couple of weeks when he travels to Milan.”
“Why?” Matteo said.
“Two reasons,” I said. “One, to see if Valerius and Serafina can communicate as easily with each other over a distance as they can when they’re together; and two, to see if the voice they hear is any stronger from a point somewhat further south.”
“That makes sense,” he said.
“Since that is still in the future,” Father said, “I suggest we move on to the second part of the problem.”
“Which is?” someone said.
“Heretofore, we have waited until our children were age ten or so before we began teaching them Etruscan. It has been suggested that we start teaching them in the cradle from this point forward, and that older family members be encouraged to immerse themselves in that language.”
“Why?” Andreas said.
“If all family members begin thinking in that language, it will minimize, if not eliminate, the danger to the family from eavesdropping by outsiders—assuming there are others in the world who possess the ability to read minds.”
“Can you learn to think in a different language?” Andreas said.
“Yes, you can,” I said. “Dani and I were raised in America and grew up speaking and thinking in English. We both think in Italian now.”
“You’re right,” Andreas said. “I hadn’t given it any thought, but the minute you said that, I realized that I no longer think in Greek.”
“That reminds me of something,” I said. “Father, given that you’ve spoken many languages over the years, how is it that you still think in Etruscan?”
“Because I have made a determined effort to do so in order to always keep that language fresh in my mind,” he said.
A lively discussion ensued, which Father finally ended by appointing someone to be in charge of working out the logistics of bringing family members to Aragoni for immersion courses in Etruscan. The rest of the meeting dealt with fairly routine matters, and went very quickly, but the last item on the agenda caused me to sit up and take notice.
“The final item on tonight’s agenda is a proposal from Stefano’s wife Maria,” Father said. “As most of you know, she is still the matriarch of my wife’s family down in Calabria, and maintains close contact with them. We had hoped when that family was discovered, that there would be many marriages between them and members of our family, but other than the marriage of Stefano and Maria, it has not happened. The reason for this, we believe, is the lack of contact between them and family members here in Aragoni. Many of these women would like very much to come to Aragoni and settle, but our rather strict policies on growth have made that very difficult unless they possess a much-needed skill or come here as the spouse or significant other of a current resident. Maria has suggested that we set up a program whereby any female relative of hers who wishes to do so may offer to bear a surrogate child for one of us as the price of permanent residency in the Duchy.” He paused a moment to let what he’d said sink in, and continued, “I will entertain discussion now.”
The first question was predictable—someone wanted to know how many female relatives Maria had who might be interested in such a program, and how many of us might be interested in such an arrangement.
“As to the first question, perhaps as many as twenty women are interested,” Father said. “As to the second question, I have no idea.”
I held up my hand for recognition.
“Yes, Marco?” Father said.
“Both Dr. Rosati and myself would be willing to participate in such a program.”
“Are you not busy enough with three sons?” Father said.
“They’ll be in Eton next year, and we won’t be seeing very much of them, other than during the summers. After that, they’ll be in college and for all practical purposes out of the nest.”
“That makes sense,” Father said, “but I thought Dani was not interested in breeding.”
“He wasn’t, but I’ve finally persuaded him that in the interest of science he needs to find out whether or not the genes he acquired from that transplanted kidney will be passed along to his children. So we’ll both be interested in such a program. In fact, we’ve both made use of the sperm bank recently.”
“Very good,” Father said. “How do the rest of you feel about such a program?”
Having opened my mouth I should have seen it coming, but I didn’t. In the end, the proposal was approved in principle, with details to be worked out and a plan of implementation to be presented at a future council meeting for further discussion. Because of my professed interest in the topic, I was appointed the task of preparing a plan, and the meeting adjourned. As it had been a long evening, nobody lingered for conversation afterward, as they usually did.
“Marco, can I offer you a ride home,” Andreas said.
“Thanks, but Father has offered me a ride, and he has to go right by my house.”
“Then I’ll see you on my massage table sometime soon, right?”
“Absolutely, now that you’re back at work,” I said.
Father and I occupied the backseat of the car while we were driven up the mountain. “How will you approach the task we gave you tonight?” Father said.
“I’ll arrange to meet with Maria and see if we can’t come up with a plan.”
“Good,” he said. “Maria will, no doubt, have some definite ideas on the subject.”
“As will I,” I said.
“Very good. I will look forward to your report in two weeks.”
When I unlocked our front door and disabled the alarm, the house was quiet, so I reset the alarm and headed upstairs. I looked in on the boys and found them all fast asleep, as was Dani when I entered the master bedroom, so I undressed quietly and slipped into bed. When I spooned up against him, he stirred and said somewhat groggily, “What time is it?”
“Late. Go back to sleep.”
“Okay,” he said, and he did so.
I followed rather quickly. On the way to the hospital the next morning, I gave Dani a blow-by-blow account of the council meeting up to and including my surprise at the assignment I’d been given.
“You should have seen that coming before you opened your mouth,” he said.
“It’s okay. I’m going to meet with Maria, and we’ll come up with a plan.”
I called her that day, and she and I met three times in as many days over the following week. Dani and I left the hospital earlier than usual Friday afternoon so we could stop by the school and check on the boys’ progress. The minute we settled down in his office, Dr. Cromwell, the headmaster, asked me if they were on tranquilizers.
“Why?” I said.
“Because they’ve been rather subdued all week long—not their usual exuberant selves at all.”
“There’s a reason for that, aside from the fact that they all have broken bones,” I said. “They’ve been promised a trip to Disney World in October.”
“And they’ve been told in no uncertain terms that if they aren’t little model citizens, the trip will be canceled,” Dani said.
“That’s a powerful incentive, because they’re really looking forward to the trip,” I said.
“I must say that it’s working,” Dr. Cromwell said.
“Are they going to be ready for Eton next year?” I said.
“More than ready, I should think. All three of them are high achievers, as their marks attest. I think five years at my old school will do them a world of good.”
“Good,” I said.
“More to the point, Eton is large enough that they can offer many activities that we do not—activities that help teenaged boys burn off their excess energy.”
“Of which they have plenty,” Dani said.
“Just so,” Dr. Cromwell said.
“Is there any particular area or areas in which they need improvement?” I said. “Ones our resident tutor could help them with?”
“Let me take a closer look at their records and think about that overnight, and I’ll give you a call.”
“Thanks,” I said.
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THE following Monday, I attended a council meeting that was almost as short as the previous week’s meeting had been long. We didn’t have a great deal of new business to discuss and were still waiting for many of the reports and/or proposals that had been requested at the initial meeting. Of particular interest to me were the reports of family-business activities in various parts of the world, which were working to increase agricultural production, particularly in places normally considered unsuitable for profitable farming.
My proposal was due to be presented at the next meeting, and a week later when the time came, I was ready. In fact, my proposal was the second item on the agenda under “old business.”
Father said, “Marco, do you have a report for us on Maria’s proposal?”
“Absolutely,” I said. “I’ll read the highlights, then I’ll pass a printed report around.”
“You have the floor,” he said.
“Thank you. As we discussed two weeks ago, there are a number of women in Maria’s family who would like to move to the Duchy, but are prevented from doing so by our extremely tight control of the issuance of residence visas. In order to gain residency, they are willing to act as surrogate mothers for any of us who desire more offspring but, for one reason or another, are unable to have them in a more traditional manner. Maria and I met several times, and finally came up with the following tentative agreement—subject to council approval and/or amendment:
“One, the woman agrees to travel to Aragoni at the man’s expense during her fertile, or as we refer to it her ‘active’ period—preferably at or near the beginning of that period.
“Two, she will be provided with an apartment and living expenses for the duration, and if she has not conceived by the time that period is over, she will return home with a cash payment—amount to be decided.
“Three, if she has conceived, she will remain permanently in the Duchy, and her belongings will be transported to the Duchy at no cost to herself.
“Four, her apartment and living expenses will continue until she has delivered and fully recovered. Once she is pregnant, she may not return to her original home for any reason until after the pregnancy has resulted in a birth or births.
“Five, she will be granted permanent residency once she has delivered.
“Six, if she already has a trade, profession, or other marketable skills, she will be given a payment in the form of a monthly stipend in an amount sufficient to meet her needs for a period of four years, or until she becomes established in that trade or profession, whichever comes first—amount to be decided.
“Seven, if she has no trade or profession, she will receive an education at the University of Aragoni at no cost to herself. Her room, board, tuition, and books will be taken care of, and a reasonable amount of pocket money will be provided. Should she elect to go for an advanced degree, that will be negotiable.
“Eight, she will agree to have no contact with the surrogate child or children until said child or children are at least twenty-one years of age, and then only by mutual consent. And should she happen to encounter, and recognize, those children before that time, she will make no attempt to identify herself.
“Nine, when the surrogate child or children reach their majority, a cash bonus will be paid, provided all terms of the agreement have been kept—amount to be determined.
“Ten, the contract will be drafted by one of our attorneys, and the sperm donor will remain anonymous as far as the woman is concerned.
“Eleven, all payments will be handled through trusts to be set up at the Bank of Aragoni.
“Twelve, bonus payments per child will be awarded in the case of multiple births.
“And that’s it in summary,” I said. I passed a single sheet of paper to each council member. “At this point, it’s just an outline, and there are a lot of details to be hammered out. Any questions?”
There was a brief pause while the council members scanned the bullet points on the printed page, then someone said, “You mentioned details. What kind of details?”
“Provisions requiring the mother to refrain from any behavior that might endanger the fetus,” I said. “Things like drugs, smoking, alcohol consumption, and engaging in dangerous activities of any kind. I have copies of a number of standard surrogacy contracts I can show you, if you like—Maria and I borrowed clauses from several of them. We didn’t want to make it too complicated, but at the same time we wanted to protect both parties.”
“What is the reason behind number four?” someone asked.
“To prevent the woman from getting pregnant and leaving for good,” I said. “Maria and I both felt that the prospect of bearing long-lived children of both sexes might tempt one of the ladies to do something foolish.”
“Why the prohibition of contact between mother and children?” someone else said.
“In order to make this truly a business proposition, it needs to be at arms’ length,” I said. “If the mother has frequent contact and bonds with the child, it raises the possibility of problems later. This clause is modeled after standard surrogacy contracts in other countries, and it has been proven to work.”
“Is that what you and Dr. Rosati did?”
“Yes, it is,” I said.
“What happens when your boys are twenty-one?”
“If the boys want to look up their mother, she will be quietly contacted by a third party to determine if there is any interest on her part.”
“Why quietly?”
“In case she has a husband and family who might not know about her earlier pregnancy,” I said, “although the fact that the delivery was by cesarean section would make it impossible to hide the scar from a husband.”
“And if there is no interest on her part?”
“Then that’s it,” I said. “We will discourage the boys from pursuing the matter as best we can.”
“And if she later develops an interest?”
“The same third party will provide for a means of initiating contact,” I said.
“How much did you have to pay for a surrogate mother?”
I told them the amount, then reminded them that permanent residency in the Duchy in lieu of an initial lump sum was the original proposal. Then the discussion centered around how much money was appropriate with respect to each part of the proposal. Amounts were suggested and voted on, and the room became quiet.
“Marco, what do you and Maria expect from this meeting?” Father said.
“Approval of the plan in principle,” I said, “and/or any proposed amendments, along with the suggested amounts in each instance where money is paid. I’ll present the council’s views to her, and she and I will revise the plan as necessary before I bring it back to another council meeting for further action and possible final approval.”
“Very good,” he said. “Does anyone have anything else to say on this topic?”
The room was quiet until someone moved that the proposal be accepted, subject to final review after I came back to them with any changes. The vote in favor was unanimous. Obviously, none of the council members cared about the subject one way or the other, as it had been my experience that this group was seldom unanimous about anything.
Due to schedule conflicts, I wasn’t able to meet with Maria until after the next council meeting, but when we finally met, we were able to quickly finalize the proposal based on the council members’ suggestions.
“Do you think the council will make a final decision at the next meeting?” she said.
“One can only hope,” I said. “However, given that there was no real opposition to any part of the proposal, I suspect they’ll do just that.”
“Very good,” she said. “I understand that you and Dani have agreed to be the first two family members to do this.”
“Absolutely. The boys will be in boarding school next year, college after that, then who knows? In any case, we’ll have the time to devote to additional offspring.”
“I think that is wonderful, and commendable. Have you told your boys what you’re planning to do?”
“No, but we plan to do so before they go off to boarding school next year.”
“How do you think they will react?” she said.
“That’s hard to say. I seem to recall that when they were younger, they occasionally requested siblings, but that was some time ago,” I said. “I’ll have to talk to Dani about that—maybe it’s time to let them know what we’re thinking about.”
“That would probably be wise,” she said.
“Of the women in your family who are interested in this program,” I said, “what’s the earliest date that any of them might be in their active period, that is, if you know the answer to that question?”
“Actually, I do. In anticipation of this agreement, most of them have been keeping careful charts for quite some time. If memory serves, two of them will be available sometime next spring.”
“On the other hand, that might not be a problem. I just remembered that when you took fertility drugs, your monthly cycles began fairly quickly, even though you weren’t in an active period.”
“That is true.”
“I guess we’d better have that conversation with the boys sooner rather than later,” I said.
“You might be right,” she said.
That night as we prepared for bed, I related the conversation to Dani and said, “What do you think?”
“I think maybe we simply need to wait for just the right moment,” he said.
“In any case, it won’t be this weekend,” I said.
“Have fun in Milan.”
“Dani, inspecting the hospital to which I’m planning on committing my mother will hardly be fun.”
“It was just a feeble attempt at humor,” he said.
“More like pathetic.”
“Shut up and kiss me,” he said.
Tuesday morning we dropped Marcus and Giovanni off at school and took Bernardo to the hospital for his follow-up X-rays. After the pictures were taken, we sat patiently in the waiting room for the orthopedic guys to examine them; one of the two doctors on duty came into the waiting room to talk to us.
“I can hardly believe my eyes, Dr. d’Argenzio,” he said. “When I compare the X-rays taken after the accident with the ones we just took, the changes in the bone are nothing short of remarkable. After two weeks and a couple of days, these pictures reveal what I would expect to see after a month or so.”
“As I told them that afternoon, people in my family heal rapidly. Which is why I encouraged Bernardo to turn down the surgery. I take it he’s free to dispense with the wheelchair and use crutches now?”
“Absolutely,” he said.
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THE appointed Friday arrived, and we headed for the train station early that morning. In the car were Father, Angelina, the twins, and myself—Dani had elected finally to stay home with our boys, all three of whom were still wearing casts, and Stefano was driving, so we could talk freely. In the car, I said, “Here’s the plan—Valerius and Serafina will stay in near constant contact, especially while we’re in the tunnel.”
“Why?” Angelina said.
“In the interest of science, and for that matter, the family,” I said. “I want them to both make notes as to whether keeping in contact becomes more difficult while we’re in the tunnel. Once we reach Italy, they can maintain less frequent contact, if they wish.”
“The science part makes sense,” she said, “but I don’t understand about the family.”
“We have eight family members with this ability currently, and there will doubtless be more—given the proposal that is currently before the council,” I said. “I think we need to learn all that we can about their abilities and the limitations of those abilities, if any.”
“I agree,” Father said.
The van pulled up at the station and stopped. “Okay, Valerius,” I said. “We’re on our own the rest of the way.”
Good-byes were said while I helped Stefano remove our overnight cases from the rear of the van. From the station, he would drop Father off at his office, Serafina off at school, and take Angelina back home. As we walked to the waiting area, Valerius clung to my hand rather tightly, which prompted me to ask him if he was nervous.
“Sort of,” he said. “Serafina and I have never been separated before, and it’s kind of weird.”
“It had to happen sooner or later,” I said. “As you get older, you’ll eventually go your separate ways.”
“Yeah,” he said, somewhat disconsolately.
“Look at the bright side—unlike other twins, you and Serafina can always keep in contact with each other.”
“Yeah,” he said, and his face brightened at the thought.
When we entered the waiting room, I was surprised to see a familiar face. “Hello, Sal,” I said. “What brings you here today?”
“The Duke assigned me to go with you and Valerius,” he said.
Well, that’s going to make conversation between Valerius and myself kind of restricted, unless— “Did Father tell you why Valerius is going to Milan with me?” I said.
“He did.”
“I didn’t know he’d told anyone about this, but I’m glad to have you along.”
“Here comes our train,” Valerius said, a minute before its arrival was announced over a loudspeaker.
We boarded the train, settled down in our compartment—it had been decided that we could talk more freely in the privacy of a compartment—and waited for it to get underway. It didn’t take long, as Aragoni was little more than a whistle stop on the run from Paris to Milan and points beyond. Valerius took a PDA out of his backpack and began to make notes when we entered the tunnel, and I didn’t disturb him until we emerged into sunlight on the other side of the Alps.
“Okay, Valerius, what have you got to tell us?” I said.
“As far as I can tell, Marco, being inside the mountain didn’t make a bit of difference.”
“I’m not sure what that means, but it’s certainly interesting,” I said. “Meanwhile, I think I’ll take a nap until we arrive in Milan.”
“I’m going to the bar car and buy something to drink,” Sal said. “Want to come with me, Valerius?”
“No, thanks,” Valerius said, “I’ve got some games on my PDA.”
With that, I settled back in my seat and was quickly lulled to sleep by the sounds of the train—I didn’t wake up until someone shook my shoulder.
“Time to wake up,” Sal said. “We’ll be in the station in a few minutes.”
“Wow,” I said somewhat groggily. “I was out cold.”
“Yeah,” Valerius said, “and you were snoring too.”
“Sorry.”
“It’s okay,” Valerius said. “Papa snores a whole lot louder.”
“I didn’t know that,” I said.
“Yeah, he does. You can hear him from my room, and Mama fusses about it once in a while.”
We got off the train, and Sal led us to the spot where taxis were queued up for arriving passengers. “There should be a driver and car waiting for us,” he said. “Where would you like to go first?”
“Let’s check into the hotel and have a light lunch. Then we can go to the hospital—my appointment with the head man is for two o’clock.”
“No problem,” Sal said.
We checked into a two-bedroom suite at our hotel and, after a brief discussion with the driver, had lunch at an outdoor café near the La Scala opera house. Sal and the driver started to take an adjacent table, but I asked them to sit with Valerius and myself. 
The private psychiatric hospital, Villa Francesca, was located on Lake Como, and it took a while to escape the city traffic at the beginning of the twenty-five-mile trip. The brochure I’d examined indicated that the hospital was situated on a sort of promontory overlooking the lake, but the impact of the view far exceeded the pictures. A few minutes before two, the driver dropped us off at the hospital and said he would wait nearby for Sal to call him. We went inside, spoke to a receptionist, and after a short wait, we were ushered into the office of Dr. Del Ciello, the hospital administrator.
Dr. Benedetto Del Ciello, although short and somewhat dumpy-looking, was impeccably dressed in what I recognized as an expensively tailored suit. When Valerius and I entered his office, he rose and came around the desk to shake our hands.
“Good to meet you at last, Dr. d’Argenzio,” he said. “Somehow, after all of our correspondence, I expected a much older man.”
“I’m somewhat older than I look,” I said. “Good to meet you, also.”
“Is this your son?” he said, looking at Valerius.
“No, Sir,” I said. “This is my brother Valerius. My father remarried a few years ago, and Valerius and his twin sister arrived a couple of years later.”
He shook Valerius’s proffered hand and said, “I’m honored to have two sons of il Duca d’Aragoni in my office.”
Buttering a potential source of revenue up already, Doctor? I thought.
“I suppose, Dr. d’Argenzio, that since you’re the oldest, you will be the next Duke.”
“Unfortunately,” I said.
“Unfortunately?” he parroted.
“I spent more than a third of my first thirty years training to be a doctor, and that’s all I want to do with my life right now.”
“Sometimes duty calls,” he said.
“I know.” Changing the subject, I said, “You have all of the necessary paperwork ready, I believe.”
“That we do,” he said. “All that remains is to transfer your mother from the facility in Siena.”
“Before we do that,” I said, “I would like very much to have a tour of the hospital.”
“But of course,” he said.
“Marco,” Valerius said, with an unusual and somewhat urgent tone in his voice.
“What?”
“I need to go to the bathroom right now,” he said.
“It’s right across the hall, young man,” Dr. Del Ciello said.
“Will you come with me, Marco?” Valerius said.
“Sure, if that’s what you want,” I said, giving the administrator what I hoped was a “what can you do?” look.
We went through the outer office and found the men’s room right across the hall. Valerius immediately investigated every stall, after which he said, “There’s nobody here. Bend down, so I can whisper in your ear.”
More than a bit puzzled, I complied, and Valerius whispered, “Marco, he’s here.”
“Who’s here?” I said.
“The cry-for-help guy. I think he’s here in this hospital.”
“What’s he saying?”
“Just the same ‘help me, help me’ over and over again, only it’s a lot louder right now.”
“Try talking back to him, but try not to say anything that will get him excited—it might cause them to sedate him—and try to get his name.”
“Okay.”
Valerius was quiet for so long that I began to worry, but finally, he said, “Okay. I’ve got a name, and I told him I was going to try to help him, but it would take a while, so he should keep very, very quiet.”
“Did you tell him where you were?”
“No, Sir,” he said. “I just told him that I was nearby.”
“You did good, kiddo. What’s his name?”
“He says it’s Sergio Ucci, and he’s from the Abruzzo region. What do we do now, Marco?”
 
 
Milan, Italy
Sergio
 
HE’D slept late that morning. He wasn’t allowed to do anything he really liked to do, so sleeping late had become a habit. When they brought him his breakfast, he toyed with his food, as usual.
“Sergio, if you don’t eat properly, you’ll never get well,” the woman said. It was the same thing she said every morning.
“So what?” he said. “There’s nothing wrong with me, so how can I get well? They won’t ever let me out of this place.”
“Eat,” she said. “When I come back for your tray, I want to see those dishes empty.”
After the door closed behind her, he took a spoon and carefully fished all the cereal from his bowl and placed it on the paper napkin. Then he took the bowl into his bathroom and emptied its contents into the toilet, which he quickly flushed before returning to his room. It had taken him a long time, but he had finally figured out that the milk contained something that kept him drowsy. If he removed the cereal before it had soaked up too much milk, he remained alert for most of the morning—at least until they brought his lunch. So he quickly consumed the cereal, along with the rest of his breakfast, then settled back on his bed. As he always did when his head was clear, he began to cry for help.
“Help me,” he sent. Despite never having received a reply, he’d formed the habit of sending his plea over and over again, until he got too tired to continue.
He was electrified at what happened when he finally paused and stopped sending his cry for help.
“Who are you, and where are you?” he heard.
“Who are you?” he sent.
“My name is Val, and I’m not too far away. I’d like to be your friend.”
“I don’t have any friends, and I don’t have anyone to play with.”
“Maybe we can do something about that.”
“Who is ‘we’?” he sent.
“My family.”
“What can your family do?”
“I don’t know yet, but I’m gonna find out. You need to tell me your name and where you’re from.”
“My name is Sergio Ucci, and I’m from somewhere in Abruzzo. I don’t remember the name of the town,” he sent.
“Good. Just be quiet and I’ll contact you. Whatever you do, don’t do anything to make them drug you.”
“I’ll be good, I promise.”
“Good. I’ll try to talk to you again in a bit.”
He lay quietly, too overcome with excitement to think about what had just happened. Then the reality of it hit him—I’ve finally found someone just like me. He almost got out of his bed and danced around the room; then he remembered the warning and quieted himself down as best he could.
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“WHAT
we’ll do now is take the guided tour of the hospital, Valerius, and you try to locate him as we make the rounds. And listen out for instructions from me—I’m going to have to play this one by ear.”
“Okay,” Valerius said. “Can I talk to him again?”
“Don’t get carried away with it, and if he starts to ask questions, try to keep him happy without giving away any important information.”
“I understand,” he said.
“Good, now go flush one of those toilets, and let’s both wash our hands and return to the administrator’s office. One more thing: contact your sister and pass this along to her. Tell her to ask Father to have someone search for a record of this guy.”
“Okay. This is like detective work, isn’t it?”
“Sort of. Are we ready?”
“Sure,” he said. “Wait a minute—Serafina will be in school for another hour or so.”
“Then tell her to make up an excuse to call her mother and ask to go home, or better yet, ask to be taken to Father at the castle—it’s closer. Girls are better at making up excuses than boys, and I think she needs to be where Father is for this.”
“Yeah.”
He flushed the toilet, which was very noisy, and we both made a show of washing our hands. When we returned to Dr. Del Ciello’s office, he was very solicitous.
“Feeling better, young man?” he said.
“Yes, Sir,” Valerius said. “I think that snack I had on the train didn’t agree with me.”
“That was good improvising, kiddo,” I sent.
“I understand,” Dr. Del Ciello said. “When I take the train to Rome, I take my own snacks with me in order to avoid just that sort of problem. Shall we go, gentlemen?”
Dr. Del Ciello escorted us up and down endless corridors, proudly showing off each and every feature of the hospital, until finally I had to say, “Dr. Del Ciello, what I’m really interested in is seeing how the patients are housed and cared for.”
“Valerius,” I sent as strongly as I knew how, “while we’re doing that, see if you can get a read on the doctor’s thoughts. What I want to know is this: Is he hiding anything? I mean, is there something here that he really doesn’t want us to see—especially in terms of how the patients are treated? I wouldn’t want to bring my mother here if there’s anything bad going on. Nod if you understand.”
Valerius nodded as we followed the doctor to a bank of two elevators.
“The patients are housed on the top two floors,” Dr. Del Ciello said. “This way, please.”
The building had a central core with wings stretching in the direction of the lake at each end of the central section. He escorted us up and down each wing of the top floors, pointing out two or three rooms that he said were “the type of room in which your mother will be placed” along the way. At each end of each floor, the corridor terminated in a dayroom for patients that overlooked the lake. All the rooms contained small labels on their doors, which gave the patient’s name and the name of the attending physician. Near the end of one wing, a label reading “Ucci, S.” caught my eye.
“That’s an unusual name,” I said.
“Valerius, I sent, “don’t even think about letting him know we’re outside his room, he might do something to draw attention to himself—and us. Got that?”
When I saw Valerius nod, I tuned back into what Dr. Del Ciello was saying.
“It’s an unusual case,” Dr. Del Ciello said.
“Really?”
“Yes. As I recall, the patient was transferred here from an institution in Rome a few months ago. He’s an orphan, and has been institutionalized for most of his seventeen years.”
“What’s his problem?” I said.
“He claims to hear ‘voices’ in his head, and gets extremely violent when anyone tells him it isn’t possible. Because of that, he has to be kept sedated much of the time—sometimes lightly, and sometimes heavily.”
Which explains why Valerius and Serafina can’t always hear him.
“Is there anything else about him that you find odd or out of the ordinary?” I said.
“If memory serves, he has a couple of unusual birth anomalies.”
“Really?” I said. “In that case, I’d like to see his chart, if I may.”
“May I ask why?”
“Because the Aragoni Group either owns or has a controlling interest in a biotech company that has been conducting ongoing studies of birth anomalies, in addition to one or two pharmaceutical companies working on psychiatric drugs—I’m not directly involved with any of them, so I don’t know the particulars, but if this patient fits the profile for the drug studies, they might be willing to take him off your hands so that the company studying birth anomalies can have access to him, and he can participate in the study.”
The relief on Dr. Del Ciello’s face when I said that was almost palpable. “Let’s go down to the nurse’s station by the elevators,” he said.
“Valerius,” I sent, “contact your sister immediately and report what I just told the doctor. I’m probably going to be calling Father shortly, and I’m going to need some answers about those companies, as well as their names. Oh, and be sure to have her tell Father to ask me to have a blood sample sent to Dani’s lab when I talk to him about this patient. Got that?”
Valerius nodded just enough for me to pick it up as we trailed along behind the doctor. At the nurse’s station, I was offered a chair and Dr. Del Ciello asked to see the patient’s chart. The nurse on duty handed it to him, and he passed it along to me. I held my breath as I scanned the pages, and managed not to betray any emotion when I saw the notes concerning the two birth anomalies. Although I didn’t really need to know any more, I kept on reading until I was through with the chart.
“May we take this chart with us to your office, Dr. Del Ciello?” I said. “I need to make a phone call in a less public setting.”
“Of course, Dr. d’Argenzio,” he said. “Have you seen enough of our facility to make a decision?”
“Absolutely, and I’ll arrange for my mother’s transfer before we leave Milan.”
“Then let’s go back downstairs,” he said.
When we were settled in comfortable chairs in Dr. Del Ciello’s office, I said, “I’m pretty sure that these two birth anomalies are among those in which that company is interested, but I need to call and find out for certain.”
“Would you care to use my telephone?” he said.
“Thank you. Does it have speaker capabilities?”
“Absolutely,” he said.
“Then set it for that so you can hear both sides of the conversation.”
“Valerius, tell your sister to pass this along—right now.”
When Valerius nodded, I punched the numbers on Dr. Del Ciello’s phone and waited.
“Aragoni Group,” the voice at the other end said.
“This is Dr. d’Argenzio calling, and I need to speak to il Duca,” I said.
“He’s in a meeting, Sir.”
“Then interrupt him please, and tell him that his son, Conte Marco, is calling from Milan.”
“Yes, Sir. One minute, please.”
There was a pause, and eventually I heard Father’s voice say, “d’Aragoni.”
“Hello, Father,” I said.
“Marco,” he said. “What is so urgent that you asked them to interrupt a meeting?”
Way to go, Father—act surprised, and a little bit annoyed.
“Valerius and I are in the office of Dr. Del Ciello in Milan, and we’re on the speaker phone. Dr. Del Ciello is with us.”
“That did not answer my question.”
“He has a patient here in the hospital who might be of interest to one or more of our companies,” I said.
“Really? Which ones?”
“The one that’s doing all that research into birth anomalies, and the ones who are working on psychiatric drugs.”
“I know the ones you mean.” He rattled off a series of long company names.
“The patient in question was born without a foreskin, and without an appendix,” I said. “I need to know if those two anomalies are among the ones in which they have an interest.”
“If this patient is confined to a psychiatric hospital, I fail to see how our companies can be of assistance.”
Good show, Father. Play hard to get for a few minutes.
“If there are clinical trials being conducted,” I said, “it might be worth their while to have him in one of their facilities for a while.”
“I suppose that is possible,” Father said. “Give me a minute to have an aide pull the files.”
“Yes, Sir,” I said.
I heard a muffled conversation at the other end, and then Father said, “Are you satisfied with the facilities there?”
“Yes, Sir. In fact, I’m going to arrange for my mother to be transferred here as soon as we finish this conversation. Floria, my grandmother’s longtime housekeeper, has agreed to accompany Mama when she’s moved.”
“I thought you told me that your mother has failed to recognize anyone for at least two years,” Father said.
“That’s true, but Floria has known her since she was a little girl, and was her caregiver during the last few years she lived in Grandmother’s villa. It will make her feel much better if she can see Mama safely settled.”
“Very good,” Father said. “Ah, here are the files. Give me a minute.”
We heard papers rustling, and finally Father said, “Yes, those two anomalies are on the list and, given that, I see no reason why one of the companies will not take the patient. To speed things up, can you have them send a blood sample to Dr. Rosati here in Aragoni?”
“I don’t see why not,” I said. “Can you have someone contact Dr. Del Ciello?”
“Certainly, but I will need contact information to pass along to the relevant managing directors. Before a final decision can be made, they will need to see copies of the patient’s medical records as well.”
“Dr. Del Ciello,” I said, “the ball is, as they say in America, in your court.”
He handed me a piece of letterhead containing all of the necessary information.
“Father,” I said, “I have a letterhead in my hand that has everything you need. Give me a fax number, and we’ll send it to you as soon as we end this call.”
He gave me the number and said, “Are you coming back to Aragoni tonight?”
“We’re booked on the early morning train, and I’ll leave it that way. As it happens, there’s a performance at La Scala tonight, and I know someone there who might be able to help me obtain tickets for Valerius and myself.”
“That will be a good experience for him.”
“Yes, Sir. Thank you.”
“Is Valerius with you now?”
“Yes, Sir.”
“Valerius, are you minding your brother?”
“Yes, Sir,” Valerius said.
“Good. I will see both of you tomorrow.”
The phone line went dead, and Dr. Del Ciello turned off the speaker.
“I must say, Doctor, that you seem relieved at the prospect of losing one of your paying guests,” I said.
“The man is a charity patient, and the cost of keeping him here far exceeds any reimbursements we get.”
“I’m surprised to learn that you take charity patients.”
“We don’t, but a doctor on my staff somehow learned of this patient and was interested in his symptoms, and he persuaded me to accept the patient for a trial period. A few months later, he realized that the case is indeed hopeless, and we’ve been trying to find a bed for the man in a local charity hospital.”
“I understand. Can you arrange to have a vial of blood shipped to a laboratory in Aragoni?”
“Absolutely, and if you like, you may take a copy of the patient’s records with you.”
“Great—that will certainly speed up the process. Let’s get this letterhead to the fax machine, then we can arrange to have an actual paying guest transferred here.”
“Valerius,” I sent, “did you uncover anything in the doctor’s mind that I ought to know about before I have my mother brought here?”
Valerius shook his head.
Dr. Del Ciello called his secretary in, gave her the fax number, and instructed her to fax the letterhead immediately to the attention of il Duca d’Aragoni. Then he opened a file on his desk and handed me some documents to sign. I scanned them quickly, signed them, and thanked him.
“Thank you, Doctor. I’ll set things in motion as soon as I get back to the hotel,” I said.
“Can you tell me what will happen next regarding our patient?” he said.
“As I understand it, the patient’s records will be evaluated, and if there is a study either planned or underway for which he qualifies, a bed will be found for him for the duration.”
“And afterward?” he said.
“If he doesn’t respond to treatment, a permanent bed will be found for him in a suitable facility, and his future care will be assured. As a first step in the process, he will be flown to Aragoni for evaluation in our hospital.”
“Valerius,” I sent, “tell Serafina what I just said. Father needs to know what promises I’ve made.”
“I can live with that, but you’re talking about a tremendous investment.”
“Drug companies spend tens of millions on many worthless drugs for every successful one they produce.”
“That is true,” he said. “Give me the name of your hotel, and I’ll have a copy of those medical records sent over to you before the end of the day.”
“We’re at the Park Hyatt Milan.”
“Very good,” he said.
“Thank you. Valerius, I think we have time to see a bit of Milan. Are you ready?”
“Yes, Sir,” he said.
“Do you require transportation?” Dr. Del Ciello said.
“No, Sir. We have a security man with us, and a driver.”
We left Dr. Del Ciello’s office and found Sal waiting patiently in the hospital lobby, reading a magazine. “Okay, Sal, we’re ready to go back to the hotel, and as soon as I make a private telephone call to Father and a couple other calls, we’ll do a bit of sightseeing.”
“Are we really gonna go to La Scala?” Valerius said.
“If I can get tickets, and I’m pretty sure I can. Sal, would you care to join us?”
 
 
Milan, Italy
Sergio
 
HE’D finally gotten out of bed, and for the first time in days, he’d gotten dressed. The contact he’d made had stirred feelings in him—feelings he’d long since suppressed, and for the first time in a very long time, he had a sense of hope. He had no idea how much time had gone by, and had almost begun to think he really was crazy and had imagined the whole thing. Then he heard the voice again.
“Sergio, it’s Val. Are you there?”
“Yes. I was beginning to think that I had imagined you.”
“I’m real, and I’ve been telling my sister about you,” he sent.
“You have a sister who is like us?”
“Not just a sister. Several members of my family are like us.”
“Can I talk to them?”
“They’re too far away. Somehow I can talk to her, but she can’t talk to you from where she is.”
“Where is that?” he sent.
“We live in another country.”
“What country?”
“I’m not allowed to tell you that right now.”
“Why not?” he sent.
“Because my father is gonna get you transferred to a hospital near us.”
“Not another place like this, I hope.”
“I don’t think so. All I know is that it’ll be a hospital, and the doctors there will decide what to do.”
“They’ll think I’m crazy too,” he sent.
“No, they won’t. My brother is one of them, and he knows what we are.”
“What are we?”
“Telepaths.”
“I don’t know what that means,” he sent.
“It’s a word to describe people who can read minds.”
“Oh.”
“Anyhow, I’m pretty sure that we’re gonna get you transferred out of that place, but it’s gonna take a while.”
“How long?” he sent.
“A few weeks, maybe. I just don’t know.”
“Oh.”
“Just hang in there, and don’t do anything to upset the doctors. If you start fussing, they’ll just drug you more.”
“Yeah.”
“I gotta go. ’Bye.”
“Yeah, and they’re unlocking my door right now. I think it’s time for my afternoon pill. ’Bye.”
He settled back in a chair and focused on one word: freedom.




Chapter 10

 
 
Milan, Italy
Marco
 
“IF
YOU
don’t mind,” Sal said, “I’d just as soon go searching for companionship while you’re at the opera.”
“Used up all the available talent in Aragoni again, have you?” I said.
“Something like that,” he said.
“In that case, I have a deal for you.”
“Excuse me,” he said.
“How would you like to live in England?” I said.
“Doing what, and for how long?”
“Dani and I are in the process of purchasing a house in Windsor. That’s just across the river from Eton, and about forty-five minutes from London by train. We need someone we trust to be close by in case the boys need something. There’s a job open with the Aragoni Group’s London office right now, and both it and the house are yours for the next five years if you want them. Dani and I can show you pictures of the house we’ve made an offer on, if you like.”
“I don’t need to see the pictures,” Sal said, “I’m more than ready for a change of scenery.”
“Very good,” I said. “I’ll pass the word along to the powers that be. It will take us a few weeks to close on the house, and it may take a couple of months to find a replacement for you in Aragoni, but we’d like you to be well settled in Windsor before the boys start at Eton next year.”
“Thank you, Marco, you’ve saved my life.”
“Really?” I said. “Is it that serious?”
“Maybe I should have said that you’ve saved me from boredom.”
“Glad to be of assistance. What will you do about your house?” I said, remembering that he’d just purchased a house a couple of years previously.
“Rent it out on a long-term lease, if possible.”
“That makes sense.”
When we were back in our suite, I went into a bedroom to make the necessary telephone calls, including one to my acquaintance at La Scala. When I emerged into the sitting room, I said, “Good news, Valerius. We’re going to see a performance of The Magic Flute this evening.”
“Cool,” he said. “Do we have to go sightseeing?”
“Not if you don’t want to,” I said.
“Good. I’m kind of tired, and I’d rather wait and go sightseeing when Serafina can come along.”
“In that case,” I said, “we were up early this morning, so I think a nap is in order.”
“If you guys are going to do that, maybe I will too,” Sal said.
“Put out the ‘privacy’ sign, then, and we’ll all retire to our rooms. Before you do that, you might as well tell the driver we won’t need him until we go to the train station tomorrow morning.”
“Absolutely,” Sal said.
Valerius and I went to our shared room and settled down in our beds. Then I remembered something.
“Valerius.”
“Yes, Marco.”
“What I told Sal just now about him moving to Windsor is a secret. That is, the boys are absolutely not to know that their Uncle Sal will be living nearby while they’re at Eton. Understand?”
“Yes, Sir.”
“Good.”
Revived by our naps, we eventually showered, dressed, and went to dinner at a restaurant near the opera house, after which I told Sal to enjoy the rest of his evening.
“Are you sure, Marco?” he said.
“Sal, even a recording of this opera runs for nearly three hours. With intermissions, a live performance will be much longer and it’ll be close to midnight when we leave the opera house.”
“Okay, as long as you promise to take a taxi back to the hotel. I don’t want you and Valerius walking there at that hour.”
“I promise,” I said. “Now go, and good hunting.”
“Hunting?” Valerius parroted, looking at Sal’s retreating back.
“As in looking for female companionship,” I said.
“Oh, you mean sex.”
“Yes,” I said. “Sal likes variety. In fact, I think he’d have a different girlfriend every week if he could.”
“Marco,” Valerius said.
“Yes.”
“While we’re at the opera, don’t worry if I don’t seem to be paying attention.”
“Why?” I said.
“Because Serafina and I are going to try to stay in rapport during the performance. That way she can enjoy it too.”
“Cool,” I said. “By the way, I told Father how much of a help you were today. It’s nice to have a telepath along when you’re looking into things.”
“Thanks, Marco. I kind of enjoyed it.”
“I didn’t want to ask in the car, but how much did you actually tell that patient?”
“Only that he wasn’t alone, and that we were going to try to get him out of there in a few weeks.”
“You didn’t make any promises about setting him free, did you?” I said.
“No, Sir. I did just what you told me to, and stayed kind of vague and talked about a nicer place, where people were more friendly. Anyhow, they gave him his afternoon pill, and after that he was too out of it to talk to me.”
“You did good, kiddo,” I said. “Very good, in fact.”
The opera was all I’d hoped it would be, and more to the point, it was an ideal opera for an eight-year-old to see. I couldn’t judge Valerius’s reaction because he was too focused on sharing the experience with his sister. In the taxi on the way back to the hotel, however, he babbled excitedly about what he’d seen.
“I guess that means you would like to do this again sometime,” I said.
“Yes, Sir, I would.”
“They have an occasional opera at the university,” I said.
“Yes, Sir, they do. Mama has even talked about taking us to one of them, but she’s never done it.”
“Maybe you and your sister can persuade her to take you to the next one,” I said.
“You bet we will.”
We made it to the train station the next morning just in time to catch our seven o’clock train. Once the train was underway, we slept most of the way to Aragoni, where Father and Stefano were waiting for us with a car.
“Father,” I said, “I didn’t expect to see you this early on a Saturday morning.”
“I am here because I would like to debrief you during the ride to your house,” he said.
“It won’t take that long, given that you already know pretty much everything I found out.”
By the time we were out of the city and headed up the mountain, I’d told him everything there was to tell.
“Thank you,” he said. “By the way, we dropped Dani off at his lab on the way to pick you up. He is waiting for the blood sample from Milan so he can run tests, and says that he will get a ride home.”
“Thanks for letting me know.”
“And I have scheduled an after-dinner meeting at my house for Monday evening, so we can discuss the situation—I expect to have some preliminary reports in hand by then.”
“Good,” I said. “This whole situation is intriguing.”
Valerius spent the rest of the time we were in the car telling Father about the opera and, when he finally ran down, I said, “I think it’s safe to say that Valerius is definitely an opera fan.”
“Just so,” Father said.
“The next time there’s an opera at the university,” Valerius said, “I want to go and see it. So does Serafina.”
“How do you know she will want to do that?” Father said.
“Because she was with me last night for the entire performance.”
“What?” Father said.
“Valerius and Serafina were in rapport during the entire performance,” I said. “Which means that whatever he saw and heard, she saw and heard also.”
“I still have a difficult time wrapping my brain around that concept,” Father said.
“I’ll tell you something else,” I said. “Having a telepath with you when you’re conducting even a minor investigation can be an asset.”
“Meaning?” Father said.
“For example, I asked Valerius to tune in on the hospital administrator’s thoughts and see if there was anything he didn’t want me to see, such as mistreatment of patients.”
“That makes perfect sense,” Father said
I got out of the car at my house and, while Stefano was retrieving my bag, Valerius got out of the car long enough to give me a hug. “I had a great time at the opera, Marco,” he said. “Thank you very much.”
“You’re welcome, kiddo,” I said. “Maybe we can do it again sometime.”
“I also enjoyed helping you with your meeting at the hospital; it was interesting.”
“Yeah, and you were very helpful. In fact, I couldn’t have done it without you.”
I let myself into the house and went upstairs quietly, hoping to stash my overnight bag in the master bedroom before I was discovered, but no such luck. I’d barely gotten halfway down the hallway when I heard Giovanni say, “Papa’s home,” and he appeared in the doorway of the boys’ study.
“Give me a minute to put my bag away,” I said, “and I’ll be there.”
He nodded and went back into the room. A few minutes later I stepped into the boys’ study and found all three of them at their desks doing what appeared to be homework. Biaggio was hovering over Bernardo’s desk.
“What’s this?” I said. “Homework on Saturday morning?”
“Hello, Cousin Marco,” Biaggio said. “To answer your question, yes, it’s homework, but not the usual sort. They got a little out of hand last night, so Dani and I decided they needed to do some extra work this morning by way of penance.”
“Works for me.” Then I went around the room and gave each of the boys a hug before I said, “Since you guys are hard at work, I’m going to go down to the study and do some work of my own. I’ll be at my computer if anybody needs me.
When I was settled at my desk, I sent Dani a brief e-mail: Got home a few minutes ago, what’s your ETA?
His reply came almost immediately: Come pick me up at one and we can have lunch in town—I already told Mrs. Motta that we won’t be there for lunch.
I sent him a brief response: Done.
When I’d finished catching up on my e-mail, I went back upstairs to spend some time with the boys, all three of whom were finished with their “penance” assignments. When Mrs. Motta called to say their lunch was ready, Biaggio and I monitored the two with broken legs while they negotiated the stairs.
“Marcus, you and Bernardo are getting pretty good at that,” I said.
“Yes, Sir,” Marcus said.
“It took us a while to get the hang of it,” Bernardo said, “but now it’s easy to do.”
“Just don’t get overconfident,” I said. “We don’t need any more accidents this close to the Disney trip.”
“No problem,” Marcus said. “We’re not gonna do anything that would cause the trip to be canceled.”
When they were settled at the kitchen table, I said, “I’m going into town to pick up Dani and have lunch with him. Does anybody need anything?”
“Yes, Sir,” Bernardo said. “We need some more of those cast protectors, please.”
“I’ll take care of it,” I said.
Making the stop to pick up the cast protectors took a little longer than I’d estimated, and it was nearly one thirty when I arrived at the hospital. I called Dani on his cell phone to apologize, and learned that he hadn’t quite finished the tests. “Why don’t you come on up to the lab?” he said. “I need another half hour.”
“Why don’t I go pick up lunch and bring it to you?” I said.
“Thanks. I knew you were more than just a pretty face.”
“See you in twenty minutes or so,” I said.
Our usual sandwich shop near the hospital was closed on Saturday, so I called Poco, which was our favorite restaurant, and placed an order to go. The street in front of the restaurant was limited to pedestrians only, but they’d recently begun to offer a take-out service that included delivery to any car parked in a pair of designated spots in the parking lot a block from the restaurant. Our food was brought to me about ten minutes after I got to the appointed place, and I was quickly on my way. By the time I got to his lab, Dani had completed his tests and was preparing a report.
“I smell food,” he said as he unlocked the door.
“Don’t I get a hello kiss? We haven’t seen each other since early yesterday morning.”
“Food first,” he said. “I’m starving, so gimme.”
I held the bag of food behind my back and pursed my lips. “Kiss first, then food.”
He gave me a somewhat perfunctory kiss and said, “That’ll have to do.”
“Perhaps, but only as a down payment.”
I carried the bag containing the food and utensils into his office and began to set the containers on his conference table. “We need a couple of soft drinks from your fridge,” I said.
“Way ahead of you,” he said as he put two cans of Coke on the table. He looked at the containers of food. “Oh, good, you went to Poco.”
“Where else would I go on a Saturday?”
“Yeah, where else?”
As we munched our way through containers of pasta and chicken, I said, “Well?”
“Well, what?”
“Don’t be disingenuous,” I said. “What’s your report going to say?”
“In so many words, it says that one of the Duke’s male descendants had a brief dalliance with one of Maria’s female relatives a little over seventeen years ago.”
“Interesting,” I said.
“Merely interesting?”
“We were worried that there might be other telepaths out there, and now we know that there is at least one. What we still don’t know is if there are others—others who might not be related to us, that is.”
“Yeah. One guy who happens to be related isn’t a large enough sample to prove that all of them will be.”
“Not even close,” I said. “Wait a minute. You said ‘one of Maria’s female relatives’, not one of her descendants.”
“Correct. The guy is related to Maria, Angelina, and the others, but he’s definitely not descended from Maria.”
“Which means he’s descended from her mother or her grandmother.”
“Yeah, that would be my overeducated guess. Tell me about Milan.”
In between bites of Poco’s delicious food, I told him about the trip in some detail, ending with, “You missed a great performance last night.”
“Yeah, but once your mother is in that hospital, we’ll have a good excuse to visit Milan more often, won’t we?”
“Great minds think alike.”
“Meaning?”
“I was having similar thoughts. Are you through with your lunch?” I said.
“Yeah. Why?”
I stood, began to pull my clothes off, and said, “Because we won’t have any privacy until bedtime, and I’ve missed you.”
I walked into the back room, where he kept a daybed for when he was working late, shedding clothes as I went. “Coming?” I said over my shoulder.
“You talk too much,” he said, grabbing me from behind and propelling me onto the tiny bed.
Sometime later, after a report had been faxed to Father, Dani and I headed back up the mountain to our house and the waiting tribe. We spent what was left of the weekend with the boys, who were beginning to show signs of restlessness and were more than eager to have their casts removed.




Chapter 11

 
 
Duchy of Aragoni
Marco
 
WE
HEADED
up the mountain Monday evening at the appointed time for another meeting with Father, Angelina, Stefano, Maria, and my half-siblings. Once again, Father sent the twins elsewhere to be with the younger children while we went to his study for our meeting.
“Feel free to listen in,” he said to Valerius and Serafina, who then left the dining room with grins on their faces.
When we were settled in comfortable chairs in the study, freshly filled glasses in hand, Father said, “I have your report, Dani, but have not shared it with anyone else. Please summarize your findings for us with respect to one Sergio Ucci.”
“That’s easy, Duke,” Dani said. “Signor Ucci has the same genes that Valerius, his siblings, and Stefano and Maria’s children have. Which means that just under eighteen years ago, one of your descendants met a member of Maria’s family at least long enough for him to impregnate her.”
“And there we have the mystery,” Father said. “The young man has been in institutions literally since childhood. None of the available records seem to indicate where or even when he was born. The first record we have merely indicates that he was committed to an asylum when he was thought to be six or seven years old. His education has consisted solely of what little he has been taught during his long years under the care of doctors. We will not know much more about him until he can be transferred to the hospital here in Aragoni.”
“Don’t forget one important fact,” Dani said. “This guy is related to Maria and her family, but he’s not descended from Maria.”
“If not me, then who?” Maria said.
“Your mother or your grandmother, perhaps.”
“And that opens up another can of worms,” I said.
“Meaning I probably have one or more relatives somewhere in the world that I don’t know about,” Maria said.
“Exactly,” I said.
After a lengthy discussion concerning what should be done next, I said, “Maybe Valerius and possibly Serafina could be of some help to us.”
“How?” Father said.
“Valerius is the only one who’s had actual contact with the guy,” I said. “I think we need to ask him some questions.”
“Yes, we certainly should,” Father said. “I will summon him.” He was still for a moment, and I surmised that he was sending a mental signal to the twins. A few minutes later there was a knock on the door and Valerius entered the study, with Serafina at his heels.
“You wanted us, Papa?” Valerius said.
“If you have been listening to our discussion, you already know the answer to that question, do you not?” Father said.
“Yes, Sir.”
“So, what did you and Signor Ucci talk about?”
“We didn’t really talk about anything,” Valerius said. “I asked him his name and where he was from. He asked me what my name was and I told him it was Val. Marco told me to tell the guy that we were going to try to help him and nothing else, and he especially told me to be careful not to get the guy excited.”
“Valerius, what was your impression of him?” I said.
“What do you mean, Marco?”
“Think about when you meet someone for the first time,” I said. “You form an overall impression of that person, don’t you?”
“Yes, Sir.”
“So?” I said.
“He was scared, I think. Really, really terrified, because nobody had ever believed him when he tried to tell them about the voices in his head. I think I may have mentioned that he was a telepath like me and that he wasn’t alone, but that’s about all. When I told him that I had a sister who was like me and that I had told her about him, he wanted to know why he couldn’t talk to her.”
“What did you tell him?” I said.
“Only that she was a long way from there, in another country, and that was probably the reason he couldn’t ‘hear’ her.”
“Do you think he would talk to you again?” Father said.
“Sure,” Valerius said.
“Have you and Serafina heard him crying for help since you’ve been home?” I said.
“No, Sir.”
“I wonder why they only hear him occasionally?” Stefano said.
“That’s an easy one,” I said. “According to his chart, he’s kept sedated to one degree or another most of the time. I wonder—”
“You wonder what?” Father said.
“I’m sort of thinking out loud here,” I said, “but I wonder what would happen if Valerius and Serafina were to go to Milan and try to talk to him while they’re in rapport. Who knows what they might find out?”
“What excuse would you give for them going to the hospital?” Father said.
“There wouldn’t be any need for that,” I said. “In rapport, they could probably contact him from the hotel.”
“I talked to him from the hotel while you were taking a nap,” Valerius said.
“There you go,” I said.
“That is an excellent idea,” Father said. “They can fly down to Milan as soon as it can be arranged.”
“Can we go to the opera while we’re there?” Serafina said. “I really enjoyed seeing it through Valerius’s eyes, and I can’t wait to go there in person.”
“If Marco’s friend at La Scala can get you tickets, certainly,” Father said. “It will be a nice outing for you two and your mother.”
“Me?” Angelina said.
“Who better to chaperone them, my dear?”
“That’s true, and I can go shopping while we’re there.”
Father rolled his eyes at that, but wisely said nothing.
“Wait a minute,” I said. “Something just occurred to me.”
“What?” Father said.
“It might be too risky to bring this guy to Aragoni for evaluation,” I said.
“Why?” Father said.
“Because we’d be bringing a potentially hostile and possibly uncontrollable mind reader into our midst,” I said, “and if we can’t cure him and win him over to our way of thinking….”
“We can never let him go,” Father finished my sentence.
“Just so,” I said. “Before we get too carried away with this, let me ask Valerius and Serafina some questions.”
“You have our undivided attention,” Father said.
“Valerius and Serafina, when you attempt to see what we’re thinking, are you able to ‘see’ everything in our brains?” I said.
“I don’t understand,” Valerius said.
“Me neither,” Serafina said.
“Let me rephrase that,” I said. “You’re able to ‘read’ what we are thinking, yes?”
“Yes, Sir,” Valerius said.
“When you do that, are you able to look deeper and pick up information that we’re not currently thinking about?” I said.
“No, Sir,” Serafina said.
“Valerius, when we were at that hospital, I asked you to tell me if the administrator was hiding something. That is, was there anything going on that he didn’t want me to see or know about?”
“I remember,” he said.
“If he wasn’t actually thinking about a secret chamber where they experimented on patients, you wouldn’t have picked it up, would you?” I said.
“No, Sir, I don’t think so.”
“Can either of you read someone’s mind while they’re asleep?” I said.
Valerius and his sister looked at each other, and I realized they were silently talking that one over—and were worried about our reaction, so I said, “There’s something you’re afraid to tell us, isn’t there?”
“Yes, Sir,” Valerius said.
“Would it help if we, that is, the adults in this room, assured you that whatever you tell us, there will be no repercussions?” I said.
“Why would we agree to that?” Father said.
“Because we have a larger problem, the potential danger from which transcends anything these two might or might not have done,” I said.
“On that note I quite agree, and I trust everyone else does as well?” Father said.
There was a murmur of assent from the others, so I said, “The question was, can you read someone’s mind while they’re asleep?”
“Only if they’re dreaming,” Serafina said.
“Which tells me that you’ve tried to do just that,” I said.
“Yes, Sir,” Valerius said. “But that was before you talked to us about the ethics of prying into other people’s thoughts.”
“I wish I’d taken more psychology courses,” I said.
“Why?” Stefano said.
“Because that knowledge would help me devise some means of testing the twins’ abilities. As it is, I’m flying blind.”
“From where I sit, you seem to be doing just fine,” Stefano said.
“Perhaps, but to me it feels as though I’m groping in the dark. Getting back to our potential patient, I wonder if hypnosis might be of some use? We have access to some skilled people in that area.”
“How would that help?” Father said.
“Once we get the guy calmed down, or maybe if we get the guy calmed down, we might learn things from him that he’s forgotten that he knows.”
“The same way we learned Angelina’s birth name,” Father said.
Angelina’s mother had fled an abusive husband, taking the then three-year-old Angelina with her. Under hypnosis, she’d been able to remember her mother telling her over and over again, “Your name is Angelina, not Serafina.” Armed with that information, Father’s people had finally located Angelina’s birth record, and eventually, her family.
“Exactly,” I said. “Whatever decisions we make, we have to be prepared to lock him up forever, if it comes to that.”
“Marco, the safety of this family has been my primary concern for a very long time, and I will not fail to do whatever becomes necessary,” Father said.
I’ve no doubt of that, Father, and I’m not at all certain I want to know just how far you’re prepared to go in that respect.
The discussion went on for another hour, until Maria finally said, “Stefano, it’s getting late, we need to take the children home.”
“One quick question, Maria,” I said.
“Yes?”
“Do you know how many children your grandmother had?”
“I think so, why?”
“Do you know where any of them were buried, that is, if any of them were actually buried? I realize that cremation was the norm in those days, but there were exceptions.”
“I actually buried my mother myself,” she said. “A few years earlier, she had shown me where my grandmother was buried and said that she wanted to be buried there as well.”
“I don’t suppose you could find her grave after all these years, could you?”
“Of course I can, why?”
“If we can find her bones, we might obtain some DNA from them,” I said.
“Let me think about that,” she said. “Right now, we need to go home.”
“Yes, and I think we’ve pretty much talked this to death for the moment,” Stefano said.
“I agree,” Father said. “We will play it by ear, for now.”
As we left the study, Father said, “Marco, when do you and Dani leave for Florida?”
“Three weeks from now,” I said. “We’ll be gone for about a week, so it looks like I’m going to miss some of this.”
“Not necessarily,” he said. “To paraphrase someone famous, ‘The mills of the gods grind slowly but exceedingly fine’, or words to that effect. It is entirely possible that nothing will have happened before you return.”
“I’ll need to make a call to La Scala about tickets, and to do that I’ll need a date.”
“I’ll send you an e-mail tomorrow,” Angelina said. “If I give you two or three possible dates, would that be enough?”
“Certainly.”
When Dani and I got home from the meeting, the boys were already in bed, hopefully asleep. However, when we crept into their room to check, we found they were waiting for us to tell them good night. As they had been a few days previously, they were unusually affectionate. So much so that when we were alone in the master suite, I said, “I wonder if they want something?”
“Whatever do you mean?” Dani said.
“Meaning is their extra affection of late an indication that they want something?” I said.
“Oh. I hadn’t thought of it that way.”
“Well, now that you have, do you have an opinion?” I said.
“No.”
“You’re no help,” I said.
“Marco,” he said in that tone, “even Freud is supposed to have said that ‘sometimes a cigar is just a cigar’.”
“Maybe.”
“If I’m extra affectionate, will I get what I want?” he said.
“You get that anyway.”
“Yeah, but I want more,” he said.
“We aim to please.”
“Shut up and kiss me,” he said as he turned out the lights.
The promised e-mail from Angelina arrived Wednesday morning, and I was able to obtain tickets for her and the kids for her first choice of performance dates, although they were a bit pricey because she wanted so many of them. She was planning a full-scale shopping expedition to Milan and she decided to treat herself and the kids to two different operas in the process.
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WHEN several days went by without any further contact from Val, Sergio began to once again question whether he had, in fact, imagined the entire thing. Then one morning, just as he had about ceased hoping, it happened again.
“Sergio, are you there?”
“Yes, I am,” he sent.
“I’m back in Milan, and this time my sister is with me.”
“Hello, Sergio, this is Sera, Val’s sister. How are you?”
“I’m okay, I guess, but I was beginning to give up hope.”
“Don’t do that,” Val sent. “Our father is working very hard to get you out of there, but these things take time.”
“We’ve tried to contact you from where we live,” Sera sent, “but for some reason you can’t hear us.”
“We have to go now,” Val sent. “Mama wants to take us shopping with her.”
“Yeah,” Sera sent, “but we’ll try to talk to you later, if you’re awake.”
“Maybe if I’m good, they won’t make me take that pill this afternoon.”
“Try to be good, then,” Val sent. “’Bye for now.”
“’Bye.”
He settled down in his chair, determined to avoid being sedated and thinking of ways to avoid it. Then it hit him. Maybe I can just pretend to swallow the pill. When they brought him the pill, he moved it under his tongue and gulped down a swallow of liquid from the glass of water they handed him.
“Good boy,” the nurse said and left.
He hurried into his bathroom, spat the pill out, and washed his mouth out thoroughly. By the time they brought his dinner, he was once again beginning to wonder why his new friends hadn’t contacted him. He waited and waited, and when the time came for lights out, he crawled into bed and lay there staring at the ceiling. And just when he thought they’d gone home and forgotten about him, it happened.
“Sergio, are you still awake?” Val sent.
“Yes. I was getting worried. I thought you’d forgotten about me.”
“We didn’t forget. It’s just that we can’t contact you when there are people around.”
“Yeah,” Sera sent, “Mama knows all about us, so we don’t have to worry about her. The problem is we’ve been around other people most of the time, and if we just sat around staring at nothing while we talked to you, they might have noticed something.”
“That makes sense. Isn’t it kind of late?”
“It’s very late,” Val sent, “but we didn’t want to go to sleep without talking to you.”
“Thank you.”
“By the way, you sound a lot stronger than usual this evening.”
“That’s because I only pretended to swallow my afternoon pill.”
“Cool.”
“Yeah. It’s nice to have friends. I’ve never had any friends. Do you think they’ll allow me to play with you when I’m transferred to a hospital near where you live?”
“I don’t know why not,” Sera sent, “but not until they’ve checked you thoroughly.”
“I can wait a little while longer.”
“Good. Now, Val and I have to say good night. It’s late and we’re sleepy.”
“Good night to both of you.”
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IT
CAME
as no surprise that I got a call from Father Sunday afternoon shortly after Angelina and the children arrived back in the Duchy.
“Can you and Dani come to a meeting after dinner this evening at our house?” Father said without preamble.
“Certainly. Is the news from Milan good or bad?”
“I think we may have to wait and decide that at the meeting,” he said.
“Okay. See you this evening.”
Dani, who had been listening to my end of the conversation, said, “Dinner up on the ridge again, followed by a meeting?”
“No, just a meeting after dinner this time.” I related my somewhat cryptic conversation with Father.
“As you know, I love a mystery.”
“Meanwhile, Mrs. Motta has a night off and we have to prepare our evening meal a bit earlier than we’d planned.”
“No problem,” he said. “Let’s go downstairs to the kitchen.”
“Before we do that, we’d better tell Biaggio and the boys we’re gonna eat early.”
That chore taken care of, we went to the kitchen. “As you know, we were gonna make something elaborate, but due to time constraints, I think we need to change the menu.”
“No argument, but change it to what?”
“How about the boys’ favorite?” I said.
“Spaghetti and meatballs?”
“For that answer, you get a gold star,” I said. “I’ll get the spaghetti and meatballs started while you see what can be done to create garlic toast on such short notice.”
“On it.”
“Also, I think there’s enough tiramisu from Poco on hand for dessert—if we serve very small portions.”
“And another impromptu meal is born,” he said.
“Finest kind.”
Everyone was fed and the kitchen cleaned just in time for Dani and me to drive up the mountain to Father’s house for the meeting. When we arrived, we were ushered into his study immediately and handed glasses of wine. I noted that Maria and Stefano were present, as were Valerius and his sister.
“Only one glass for me,” I said. “I’m driving, and although the first snows aren’t quite here, they will be soon. The road already has a bit of ice on it from that light rain we had earlier this evening.”
“Yeah, we’re probably going to move back to the castle before the boys have their casts removed, ten days or so from now,” Dani said.
“True enough,” Father said. “We are planning to close this house next week.”
When everyone was settled, Father said, “Valerius, I need you and your sister to tell everyone what you told me earlier today.”
“As soon as we were settled in our hotel, Serafina and I went into rapport and reached out to the guy.”
“At first, we couldn’t find him,” Serafina said, “but we think he might have been asleep or… what’s that word?”
“Sedated?” I said.
“Yeah,” she said, “asleep or sedated. Mama was getting ready to go shopping, and Matteo was in the next room in case we needed anything. Anyhow, we tried again every fifteen minutes.”
“And we finally made contact,” Valerius said. “We actually had a conversation with him until Mama called Matteo and asked him to bring us to where she was looking at clothes that she wanted us to try on.”
“We had several conversations before we left Milan to come home,” Serafina said.
“Tell them what was unusual about the man,” Father said.
“Well,” Valerius said, “it wasn’t actually like talking to a man, it was—”
“More like talking to someone closer to our age,” Serafina said. “He didn’t sound like a grown-up at all.”
“In fact, he sounded kind of, well, stupid,” Valerius said.
“Or maybe uneducated,” Serafina said.
“That kind of makes sense,” I said.
“It does?” Father said.
“Yes, Sir. Before Angelina and the twins flew to Milan, I read Signor Ucci’s chart again, this time very carefully. I also took the time to read all of the various notes that had been appended to the medical portions of the chart over the years, and there were a ton of notes.”
“And?” he said.
“He was very young when he was first committed. So young that he’d only been in school for a year at the time. I’m thinking it’s very possible that over the years he has simply been warehoused and nobody ever found it necessary or desirable to see to his education, or if they did, it was, at best, extremely haphazard. Then there is the fact that he never seems to have had any opportunity to interact with children his own age.”
“Merciful deities,” Father said. “I had not thought of that.”
“To be fair, it’s entirely possible that he became so unruly and uncooperative that further education was deemed impossible,” I said.
“Yes, I can see that,” Father said.
“Now that I’ve had time to think about it, that may work to our advantage,” I said.
“How so?” Father said.
“Think of him as an empty vessel waiting to be filled,” I said. “If, perhaps with the assistance of the twins, we can gain his trust, we can also begin his education.”
“That could be good,” Dani said, “because if Marco is correct, the man won’t have to ‘unlearn’ anything.”
“It is good to have men with scientific minds and training in the family,” Father said.
“Speaking of scientific minds,” I said. “How close is the family to producing a few doctors and scientists?”
“I am glad you asked,” Father said. “The various incentive programs we established right after you and Dani survived that bomb attack are beginning to show results. I have been led to believe that we will have at least two medical doctors and perhaps twice that many scientists among us within the next three years. The incentive programs stipulate that they must work here in the Duchy for no less than ten years. I hope they can be persuaded to become permanent residents after that time period.”
“Wonderful,” I said.
“Yes,” Father said, “but entirely off the current topic.”
“Sorry,” I said.
“So,” Father said, “how should we handle Signor Ucci?”
“First, we gain his trust,” I said. “The twins can help with that. Then if he remains calm, we can begin to educate him, but not until we’ve given him a battery of tests to determine his IQ and where he stands in terms of education.”
“How in the world will we do that?” Stefano said.
“I think Dr. Cromwell, the headmaster at the Cathedral school, can help us with that,” I said. “He isn’t a family member, so there aren’t any secrets to be gleaned from his brain if he has any contact with the patient. Perhaps we can tell him about the rather pitiful case of a man who has been locked up for most of his life and never had an education. Surely he can devise a battery of tests, which will tell us what we need to know—and using the results he can come up with some sort of accelerated program to tutor him. Mind you, those are just a few off-the-cuff ideas.”
“Perhaps,” Father said, “but it is certainly a starting point for a plan of action.”
“One thing,” I said.
“What?” Father said.
“We have to be prepared for the possibility that after ten or more years of so-called treatment, he may have traveled so far down the path of derangement that we’ll be unable to either work with or help him.”
“Wait a minute,” Dani said. “Then why take the risk of bringing him here to the Duchy?”
“Where else could we take him?” I said.
“A somewhat isolated villa in the country, perhaps?”
“You don’t mean…?”
“Sure, I do,” Dani said. “La Contessa’s villa is sitting there idle right now. In fact, you told me the estate is still carrying the servant’s wages until you decide whether or not to rent it out.”
“And who better for a telepath to be around than a number of loving and caring people who have only fond memories of visitors from Aragoni?”
“You’d need better security and a nonfamily member to be in charge.”
“Or a family member who thinks in a different language, perhaps?”
“What’s the worst-case scenario?” Dani said.
“If he were to run away, the authorities would eventually round him up and he’d be traced back to the company that flew him to Switzerland to participate in a study,” I said.
“Try this on for size,” Dani said. “Move him to a clinic in Switzerland, and while he’s there, have him treated with kid gloves—that is, no unnecessary sedation. Allow the twins to visit him in person a few times, maybe even every couple of weekends. With a little coaching, they could be shown how to pitch the villa in Tuscany as a nice place—one where he could have a tutor, for example, because there’s no way he could go to school with his own age-group.”
“You’re talking about a long-term project,” I said. “It could take years to bring him up to speed and get him fully integrated into society.”
“Since when did the members of this family think only in terms of short-term projects?” Dani said.
“Father, what do you think?” I said.
“I think that I have enjoyed watching the two of you doing what is called brainstorming.”
“We do that a lot. And the idea?”
“Bring me a detailed plan of action, and we will discuss it.”
“You’ve got it.”
“Then I will consider the idea on the table until our next meeting. Does anyone have anything to discuss on any other topic?” Father said.
I immediately asked a question that had been on my mind. “Maria,” I said, “what did you decide about checking the grave of your grandmother?”
“I’m not thrilled about disturbing graves, but I have decided that the need to do so is important.”
“Will it be difficult to find the grave?”
“Not at all. There’s a farm in the Sabine Hills that I have owned all these years under a variety of names. Several members of my family are buried in a cave there, including my mother and my grandmother.”
“How in the world were you able to manage that through all the turmoil over the centuries?” I said.
“It’s located in an area that is very much off the beaten path and nobody ever deemed it worthy of stealing or confiscating. And there were times when I had friends in high places who helped me hang on to it.”
“I’m going to take a team down there in a couple of weeks,” Stefano said. “We’ll probably be able to obtain bone samples from several bodies.”
“Very good,” Dani said.
The discussion segued into another topic, but we finally reached a point at which nothing new had been said for a while, and someone wisely suggested we call it a night. I made a commitment to meet with Dr. Cromwell within the next few days and give Father a report, and then Dani and I headed back down the mountain.
When we were in bed and about to go to sleep, I said, “Don’t forget, we have to make an overnight trip to Milan tomorrow.”
“I haven’t forgotten,” he said. “Your mother is being transported to that hospital you looked at.”
“We’ll be flying to Siena, and after I meet with the staff at the villa, Mama will be taken to the airport by ambulance. With Floria’s help, we can keep her quiet during the short flight from there to Milan. Once she’s settled at the hospital, the jet will take Floria back to Siena, and we’ll go to a hotel.”
“Yeah, and you and I will have some very private time on the train the next morning. You’re not worried about the boys, are you?”
“Of course not. Biaggio can handle them for a night. Longer, if necessary.”
“Works for me,” he said.
We landed in Siena the next morning a little before ten and went directly to the villa, where I had a long conversation with the resident caretaker and his wife. Then we drove back to the airport in time to meet the waiting ambulance. At my suggestion, Floria had engaged a nurse to make the trip to Milan with us, one who’d cared for Mama at Grandmother’s villa during the months prior to her commitment. When they helped her onto the plane, Mama showed no sign of recognition whatsoever—her face had the blank stare of a total stranger. When we landed in Milan there was an ambulance waiting, along with a car and driver for us. Floria wanted to ride in the ambulance, but I talked her into riding with us in the car.
“The nurse can handle things, Floria,” I said. “Once we get to the hospital, you can fuss over her to your heart’s content.”
“Thank you, Marco,” she said.
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DAYS passed quickly, and then it was time for the boys’ casts to be removed. Marcus and Bernardo had ceased using their crutches around the house about a week earlier, except when going up and down the stairs. All three boys were more than ready to be liberated from confinement. The casts were removed after school one afternoon, and we took them for an early dinner at their favorite pizza restaurant by way of celebration. On the way home from dinner, they were talking excitedly about the upcoming trip to Disney World.
“Speaking of Disney World, you guys are going to be doing a great deal of walking while we’re there, so you need to start practicing,” I said.
“Papa, we know how to walk,” Marcus said.
“True,” I said, “but you haven’t been doing much of it for the past six weeks.”
“So?” Bernardo said.
“So you and Marcus need to do some exercises to strengthen your legs, and Giovanni needs to do the same thing for his arm.”
“Yeah,” Dani said. “We’ve already spoken to your gym teacher at school, and instead of the usual program, he’s going to put you through a series of exercises.”
“But we’ll all be swimming laps every day with the team,” Giovanni said. “Won’t that be exercise enough?”
“Not quite,” I said. “Swimming will help, but it affects all your muscles equally. You need to do some very specific exercises that are designed to strengthen the muscles you haven’t been using for the past six weeks.”
“Do we have to?” Marcus said.
“Only if you want to go to Disney World,” Dani said.
After that you could have heard a pin drop until we exited the car in the parking garage adjacent to our building. 
Ten days later, we joined three other people on the Gulfstream for a flight to New York. When the plane landed, everyone had to exit long enough to clear customs; then the other passengers went into the city. As soon as the plane was refueled, we got back on board for the final leg of our flight and landed in Orlando a couple of hours later. Biaggio’s girlfriend had failed to win her mother over, so he’d elected to share a room with the boys in our two-bedroom suite at a Disney hotel. It was early evening by the time we were finally settled in our rooms, and the boys were totally beside themselves with anticipation. In fact, they wanted to visit the Magic Kingdom that evening, but we talked them out of it.
“You guys need to get a good night’s sleep, so everyone will be rested for an early start in the morning,” I said.
“Yeah, if we’re waiting in line when the park opens tomorrow morning, the lines will be shorter at the most popular rides,” Dani said.
“We have three-day passes—there will be plenty of time to see and do everything,” I said.
“And the really fun things more than once,” Dani said.
“You’ve been here before, haven’t you, Papa?” Giovanni said.
“Once,” I said. “We flew down to Sarasota to visit your grandmother, and while we were there we rented a car and drove over to Orlando.”
“We had a great time, but it was a very long time ago,” Dani said.
“It was right after I finished my stint as an intern, and we were sort of celebrating,” I said.
To say that the boys enjoyed Disney World would be a gross understatement. They dragged us through the park daily from the moment it opened until late in the day, and never seemed to run out of energy. We even went back in the evening a couple of times, and everyone crawled in bed totally exhausted every night. The most interesting event of the whole trip occurred on the afternoon of our last day in the park. We were having a somewhat late lunch in one of the restaurants, and there were large families at each of the adjacent tables—families with children, one of whom looked to be about the same age as the boys, along with a number of significantly younger children.
I noticed that Marcus was watching the interaction between the children in those families, and his face grew serious when he spotted me watching him. “Papa, can I ask you a question?” he said.
“You know you can, kiddo,” I said.
“Those families have kids of all ages. Why didn’t you and Papa Dani ever get us little brothers or sisters?”
“The short answer,” I said, choosing my words carefully, “was that we felt it was more important for us to be able to devote what little time we have to the three of you. Having three at one time is a lot more time-consuming than having one child every couple of years.”
“Yeah,” Dani said. “You know what kind of hours we sometimes have to work, and for all of your lives we’ve had to travel to Conti one weekend every month because of Marco’s duties as Conte. That, on top of our monthly trips to Siena to visit la Contessa, didn’t leave us a great deal of spare time.”
“You said ‘short answer’,” Giovanni said. “Does that mean there’s a long answer?”
“Yes, there is,” I said. “Those families had their children in the traditional way, but as you know, Dani and I had to hire a surrogate mother, and that was extremely expensive.”
“Does that answer your question?” Dani said.
“Yes, Sir,” Marcus said, and the other two boys nodded in agreement.
“I’m so glad you asked that question, Marcus,” I said.
“Why?” he said.
“Because, it is entirely possible that by the time you boys finish your first year at Eton, we may have a couple of surprises waiting for you when you come home for the summer.”
“Surprises?” Bernardo said.
“Brothers and/or sisters,” Dani said.
“Cool,” Marcus said. “Why now, and how many?”
“Dani and I have been thinking about it for quite some time,” I said. “What’s happening now is that your Aunt Maria has a number of female relatives in Calabria who would like to move to Aragoni, and they’re willing to serve as surrogate mothers in exchange for residence visas. That’s the ‘why now’. As for how many, there’s no way to tell whether or not they will be multiple births.”
“Don’t people in our family always have twins or triplets like you, Grandfather, and Uncle Stefano did?” Bernardo said.
“Not necessarily,” I said. “Because of our low sperm count, the woman has to take fertility drugs, and there’s no way to predict the results.”
“And you and Papa Dani are both gonna do this?” Giovanni said.
“Absolutely,” I said.
“That’s neat,” he said.
“You may not find it so neat after you spend a summer at home with two or more babies in the house,” I said.
“Why?” he said.
“Because babies can be rather noisy at times, not to mention smelly,” Dani said.
“That’s okay,” I said. “They can learn all they’ll ever need to know about changing diapers—it’ll be part of their education.”
“Yeah, and it’ll be good practice for when they get married,” Dani said.
“I’m never gonna get married,” Bernardo said.
“Why?” Dani said.
“Because I’m gonna be like Uncle Sal and have a different girlfriend every couple of weeks.”
“Besides, who needs girls?” Marcus said.
“Trust me, kiddo,” I said, “in a few years you’ll be singing a different tune.”
“Can we go back to Space Mountain?” Giovanni said.
“Yeah,” Dani said, “let’s go do some important stuff.”
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ONCE again, he’d begun to think that Val and his sister Sera had only been a dream—he hadn’t heard from them in so long. But I’ve never had a dream that clear. It has to be real—it just has to be. Then it happened. One night, right after lights out, he heard them again.
“Sergio, this is Val. Are you awake?”
“Yes. Is it really you? I was beginning to think that you and your sister were only a dream.”
“We’re real,” Val sent. “Sera and I are here in Milan. She’s listening in, and we have news.”
“What news?”
“You’re going on an airplane ride tomorrow.”
“I am?”
“Yes. Tomorrow morning they’re going to take you to the airport, and when you get inside the plane, we’ll be there.”
“Good. I can’t wait to see you in person.”
“Yeah, but you can’t just run up to us and start talking as though you already know us.”
“Why not?”
“How would you explain to your attendants that you recognize us?”
“Oh. I hadn’t thought of that.”
“As soon as your attendants are off the plane and the door closes behind them, we can talk.”
“Won’t there be others on the plane?”
“Yes, but they’re from a clinic in Switzerland and only speak French and a little German.”
“Is that where I’m going?”
“Yes. Father found a place in Switzerland where you can be taken care of while you get some education.”
“I went to school once, but it was a long time ago.”
“Did you like it?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
“Because the other kids weren’t very nice to me.”
“Everyone is gonna be nice to you where you’re going,” Val sent.
“Oh goody. I can’t wait.”
“Hi, Sergio, Sera here. Mama just told us to settle down for the night, so we’ll say good night now and see you in the morning.”
“Okay. Good night.”
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Biaggio on a flight to Europe the morning after our last day at Disney World, and then the rest of us took a commercial flight to Washington, DC, and left Disney World behind. We spent a couple of days in the area sightseeing and visiting Dani’s older sister Sylvia and her husband, then boarded yet another commercial flight bound for Boston, where we visited our friends William and Henry Lane, along with those members of Dani’s family with whom he had finally reconciled. We had a good time, as always, visiting with the Lanes, and the presence of the three boys somewhat lessened the tension we always felt around Dani’s family. Accompanied by the Lanes, we took a train to New York to hear our friend Noah Webster in performance at the Metropolitan Opera. A couple of days later when we finally boarded the Gulfstream for our flight back to Aragoni, we heaved a sigh of relief.
“I need a vacation after all that,” Dani said.
“I know what you mean, but it’ll have to wait for a while.”
“Yeah, but I can dream, can’t I?”
“I’m just sorry we didn’t get to visit Tom and Noah in Florida.” 
Tom Foster was the university professor and concert organist who had performed the inaugural concert on the new pipe organ in the concert hall at the University of Aragoni. His partner Noah Webster was a bass/baritone. Father had invited them to provide the music for his wedding the following year, and they’d become good friends of ours.
“How could we have?” Dani said. “Noah was in New York singing in a series of performances at the Met. At least we got to see him perform.”
“Yeah, even the boys liked that, but I think they enjoyed going backstage to visit Noah even more.”
“And they liked the caricatures on the wall at Sardi’s,” he said. “Don’t forget that.”
“Yeah, too bad Tom was on the West Coast for a couple of concert engagements at the time.”
“Maybe next time we come to the US we can see both of them.”
“I don’t think we’ll have to wait that long,” he said. “Isn’t Noah performing at La Scala in the spring?”
“Yeah, and Tom’s going to be performing in Aragoni at the same time.”
“There you go,” he said. “Problem solved.”
The flight attendant served wine with our dinner, and after we had the boys settled down with a movie, we closed our eyes and slept all the way to Europe. We were awakened as usual just before we crossed the coastline of Europe, which allowed ample time to wash up and shave before breakfast was served. To our surprise, Stefano was waiting for us when we exited the plane.
“Welcome home,” he said as he shook our hands.
“It’s good to be back,” I said. “Are you the welcoming committee?”
“Not exactly. I just wanted to ask Dani if he was going to his lab later today.”
“Absolutely,” Dani said. “I slept like a log all the way across the pond, so I’ll probably spend most of the rest of the day catching up—at least until jet lag catches up with me. Why do you ask?”
“Because I took a team to Italy last week and visited Maria’s farm in the Sabine Hills, and I’ve got several bone specimens for you.”
“Several?” Dani said.
“Yes, several. That cave was like a smaller version of the catacombs and very dry. We were even able to secure a few strands of hair here and there, but this isn’t the time or place to talk about it. When you’re ready, I’ll bring you a full report, a DVD, and the samples.”
“Now that you’ve got my curiosity piqued,” Dani said, “I’ll be calling you sooner rather than later.”
“Good, I’ll be waiting for your call.”




Chapter 14

 
 
Geneva, Switzerland
Sergio
 
THE ride in the jet, Sergio’s first trip in an airplane of any kind, was fun, as were Val and his sister. The two ladies in nurse’s uniforms were nice and tried very hard to make themselves understood, but they didn’t succeed.
“Sergio,” Val said.
“Yes?”
“The ladies say that when you get to your new home, there will be two or three people there who speak Italian.”
“It’s near the city of Geneva, and most of the people there speak either French or German,” Sera said.
“How long will you be able to stay and visit?” Sergio said.
“We have to go home tomorrow,” Val said, “but Mama says that we’re coming back in a few days.”
“For how long?” Sergio said.
“A whole weekend.”
“Oh, goody,” Sergio said.
“We’re also going to try an experiment,” Sera sent.
“What kind of experiment?”
“Geneva is a whole lot closer to where we live than Milan is,” Val sent. “We might be able to communicate with you this way from where we live.”
“Thank you.”
“For what?” Sera sent.
“For being my friends.”
“You’re very welcome,” Val sent.
“Yes, indeed,” Sera sent.
The rest of that day was the best time Sergio could remember ever having. He visited with his new friends, took his meals with them, and was very sorry when they had to leave, so they could be driven to their hotel.
“We’ll be back tomorrow morning,” Val said.
“That’s right,” Sera said. “We don’t have to leave for home until after lunch.”
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DANI and I got the boys settled down in our apartment, and then we showered and changed. We left Biaggio in charge and went our separate ways. Dani went to his lab, and I headed for the security office to talk to my half-brother, Modesto. To my surprise, Father was with Modesto when I entered his office.
Father said, “Welcome home, Marco. How was your trip?”
“Exhausting, but the boys had a great time, and Dani and I actually got some planning done.”
“Yes, I know. I have read the report that you e-mailed me before you left the States.”
“We gave that proposal a great deal of thought during our trip.”
“And it shows. As soon as it can be arranged, we will have a family meeting to discuss its contents.”
“Good. What’s the status of Signor Ucci?”
“He has been moved to a small rehabilitation facility in Switzerland, and by all accounts, is doing quite well,” Modesto said.
“And has he been thoroughly evaluated?”
“Yes, he has; and you were absolutely correct,” Father said. “We are told that most of his education has been obtained from watching television over the years, and it is obvious that he has seldom interacted with people his own age—at least not since he was quite young.”
“I trust we’re correcting those oversights?”
“Absolutely,” Modesto said. “The twins were allowed to accompany him on the flight to Switzerland, and he seems to have bonded with them.”
“Have they seen him since then?”
“They have spent a long weekend visiting with him and will do so again in a week or so,” Father said. “More importantly, now that he is so much closer to Aragoni, they have been able to contact him from here.”
“Dani and I are planning to immerse ourselves in Etruscan starting next week,” I said. “By the time he’s established in Tuscany, assuming that’s what is decided, we want to be able to assess him in person.”
“How long do you think it will take you to start thinking in that language?” Father said.
“I have no idea, but we’re going to start speaking it at home and that should help.”
“Even with the boys?” Modesto said.
“Absolutely, although we plan to switch between that and English on alternate weeks—we want them to be ready for Eton next year.”
“When do you think Dani will have completed his testing of the new specimens?” Father said.
“I’m not sure, but knowing him, it’ll be as quickly as he can do it without jeopardizing the results. In any case, I should know by this evening.”
“So once again, we wait,” Father said.
“True,” I said. “Meanwhile, I assume you have people hard at work looking for Sergio’s birth record.”
“Just so,” Father said. “It is very much like the search for Angelina’s parents, only this time we have even less information to go on.”
 
 
Geneva, Switzerland
Sergio
 
SERGIO was so sad when his new friends left after lunch that he almost cried. You’re a big boy now, he thought, and big boys don’t cry.
He sat for a long time looking out of the windows in his new room, staring at the mountains. They looked huge and their peaks were covered with snow. Eventually, he was brought back to reality by a voice in his head.
“Sergio, are you there? It’s Val.”
“Yes,” he sent. “Where are you?”
“We’re in an airplane on the way home, and we’re going to try to keep in touch with you all the way.”
“Is that possible?” he sent.
“We’re not sure that it is,” Val sent, “but we’re going to try.”
He talked to his new friends for the longest time, until they told him that they were safely home and would talk to him again later in the evening.
For once in his life, Sergio was happy and content.
 
 
Duchy of Aragoni
Marco
 
A WEEK
later, we met in Father’s official residence, and once again, as soon as everyone was seated and had a glass of wine in hand, we got down to the business of Dani’s test results.
All eyes turned to Dani, so he looked at the document he was holding and said, “Maria, were you an only child?”
“No,” she said. “I had three brothers.”
“No sisters?”
“No, why do you ask?” she said.
“I should have asked you that question when we first discussed this,” Dani said. “If you remember, I said that Sergio was related to you, but wasn’t one of your descendants. Our subject is descended from your mother, not from you, which means that your mother had another daughter—one she never told you about.”
“That’s not possible,” she said.
“Are you sure?” Dani said. “The DNA test is conclusive.”
“I know it was a long time ago,” Father said, “but were you in regular touch with your mother for your entire life?”
“Yes, Sir,” Maria said.
“Were you her firstborn?” I said.
“I always thought so, because my brothers were younger than me.”
“How old was your mother when you were born?” I said.
Maria grew thoughtful and was silent for a long minute. Finally she said, “Now that you ask the question, I’m not certain.”
Father said, “So it is possible, that your mother had an earlier family, and might at one time have had to leave her family rather than try to explain why she did not age. I say that because in those days it is what I occasionally had to do to survive.”
“I suppose it is,” Maria said. “In fact, the only time she ever spoke of her mother was when she took me to her burial site. It was then that she told me to expect a long life and explained some of the things that I might one day have to do to protect myself. It was at that time that she transferred title to the property to me.”
“Dani,” I said, “what else is in your report?”
“Besides identifying the bones of Maria’s mother and grandmother,” he said, “I was able to identify three other members of her family. I’ve added that information, along with their names, to my database.”
“Names?” I said.
“The crypts were marked to indicate the identity of their occupants,” Stefano said. “The videos we took clearly showed that, and we labeled each sample accordingly.”
“Sorry,” I said, “I’ve been so busy since we returned from the States that I haven’t found time to watch it.”
“I haven’t either,” Dani said.
“So we have the answer to one question,” I said, “but the answer raises many more questions.”
“As is often the case,” Father said. “Meanwhile, the search continues for the birth record of Signor Ucci.”
“How wide is the search?” I said.
“Our people have searched all of Italy for an official birth record,” Father said, “but the name Sergio is simply too common.”
“What about church records?” I said.
“That is somewhat more difficult,” Father said, “but they are proceeding slowly and in ever widening circles from their starting point in the vicinity of the place where he was first housed.”
“Something just occurred to me,” I said.
“Are you going to share it?” Dani said.
“Remember the blood drives we supported in the USA and elsewhere shortly after Dani and I first moved here?”
“Certainly,” Father said.
“Perhaps it’s time we did something similar in Italy.”
“We might even turn up more of Maria’s relatives,” Dani said.
“Or previously unknown descendants of Father,” I said.
“True.”
“What about Sergio’s father?” I said.
“What about him?” Dani said.
“Do you know which one of my many cousins fathered Sergio?”
“He’s not in my database.”
“I thought you’d obtained DNA from all living members of the family back when you started,” I said.
“I did obtain DNA samples from all living members of the family,” Dani said.
“What about family members who were no longer among the living?” I said.
“We obtained material from all of the bodies in the catacombs,” Father said.
“What about family members who were buried elsewhere?” I said. “Is there a list?”
“Certainly,” Father said. “You know that I keep track of my family using a computer program. That being said, it would not be practical to locate all of those graves and attempt exhumations.”
“If that list was narrowed to family members who were alive at the time of Sergio’s birth, but died subsequently, how many names would it contain?”
“The young man is what, seventeen?” Father said. “Such a list would probably be relatively small.”
“As far as we know, he’s seventeen,” I said. “If you limited that list to family members who’ve died in the last twenty years and whose bodies weren’t returned to Aragoni for burial, it would be a manageable number, wouldn’t it?”
“Very likely,” Father said. “I will consult my computer database and compile a list.”
“Of course, we also have to consider the possibility that he was fathered by a previously unknown family member,” I said.
“Yes, there is always that possibility,” Father said.




Chapter 15

 
 
Windsor, England
Marco
 
DANI and I elected to fly to the UK and attend the closing on the house in person, and Sal accompanied us. He was with us for two reasons: one, he’d be occupying the house; and two, we wanted to introduce him to the appropriate official at Eton. The closing had taken place a few minutes earlier, and we were giving Sal his first look at what would be his home for the next five years.
“Sal,” I said, “I don’t think I’ve seen you this excited since you moved from Siena to Aragoni.”
“That’s probably because I haven’t been, Marco,” Sal said. “I was more than happy to move to Aragoni, and I’ve enjoyed the years I’ve spent there. But as you said when you and I were in Milan with Valerius… it’s time.”
“What did you say in Milan, Marco?” Dani said.
“I took Valerius to a performance at La Scala and invited Sal to go along. He declined, saying that he was going to look for female companionship for the evening. So I said something along the lines of ‘used up all the available talent in Aragoni, have you?’ or words to that effect. He confirmed my statement.”
Dani laughed at that and said, “In that case, Sal, you’re going to really enjoy London.”
I looked at my watch and said, “Guys, we have a meeting at Eton with the Lower Master and we don’t want to be late.”
“That’s an odd title,” Sal said.
“Isn’t it though, but he’s the man in charge of boarding and student welfare, so he’s the man to whom we need to introduce you, Sal.”
We were ushered into the office of Dr. Powlett-Jones at the appointed time, and he rose from his desk to greet us. “Ah, Conte Marco and Dr. Rosati,” he said. “Nice to see you again.”
We shook hands with him, and I said, “I wish I could persuade you to call me Dr. d’Argenzio.”
“That wouldn’t be proper,” he said. “We train our boys to use correct protocol at all times, and it wouldn’t do for me to set a bad example. And who is this young man you’ve brought to see me? He’s a bit long in the tooth to be a prospective student, I think.”
I smiled at his little attempt at humor and said, “This is Salvatore Alberti, Dr. Powlett-Jones. He’s a cousin of mine and works for the family business.”
I paused while Dr. Powlett-Jones shook hands with Sal and said the appropriate things, then continued, “Sal is transferring to the London offices of the Aragoni Group and has taken a house in Windsor. We wanted you to meet him because he’ll be your first contact in any emergency if neither Dani nor I can get here promptly. The boys have known him all their lives and refer to him affectionately as Uncle Sal.”
“Very good,” Dr. Powlett-Jones said, “and will your boys be aware of Mr. Alberti’s presence in the area?”
“No, Sir, they won’t. We’ve been debating that subject for months, but in the end we decided they don’t need to know that their Uncle Sal is close by keeping an eye on things for me.”
“And I quite agree. Over the years we’ve found it best that our boys learn to deal with life at Eton on their own. What is it that you do for the Aragoni Group, Mr. Alberti?”
“Whatever Conte Marco needs me to do,” Sal said. “I spent several years as his bodyguard and later was placed in charge of the boys’ security.”
“I’m surprised that you would need a bodyguard in such a small and peaceful country.”
“I don’t believe that I do, at least not anymore,” I said. “Back when my uncle died and I inherited the title of Conte di Conti, I learned that one of his managers had been stealing on a large scale, apparently with the help of some less than savory people. When that man was tried, convicted, and sent to prison, some of his criminal friends came after me, and there were a couple of assassination attempts. But that was several years ago, and things have been peaceful since.”
“Still, as the son of a country’s ruler, you need a certain amount of security, correct?” Dr. Powlett-Jones said. “And that means that your sons will need a certain amount of security as well. We’ve learned to deal with those needs here at Eton as we have students from all walks of life, including sons of both royalty and titled people. We take the safety and security of our charges very seriously around here.”
“I’m very glad to hear that,” I said. “Once Sal is settled in his new home in Windsor, he’ll provide you with his local contact information.”
“And when will that be?”
“About a month before the fall term begins,” I said, “perhaps a little earlier.”
“Very good,” he said.
We chatted for a few minutes about nothing in particular, then returned to our rental car and drove to London. In London, Sal saw us safely on the Chunnel Train, then headed for Heathrow to catch his flight home. Dani and I spent a long weekend in Paris with our friends Joel and Claire Anderson before boarding an overnight train to Aragoni.
When we were settled on the train and it was underway, Dani said, “No offense to Joel and Claire, but I’m glad to be on the way home.”
“So am I,” I said. “Their apartment seemed spacious before, but the presence of a five-year-old and a two-year-old made it seem tiny. Still, I’m glad they finally decided to go the surrogacy route. They have such a lot to offer as parents.”
“Yeah, that’s for sure. Speaking of surrogacy, when will our two candidates arrive from Calabria?”
“In a couple of months, I think. On the local end, Maria is making the arrangements for their housing, and at the Calabria end of things, the two women have a great deal to do before they can leave their homes for that long a period, and possibly forever.”
“We’ll have to find a nanny,” Dani said.
“That shouldn’t be a problem,” I said. “Speaking of problems, I’ve been thinking about the problems posed by having telepaths among us.”
“And?”
“I think it’s time we seriously considered conducting that little experiment you and I have been discussing off and on for the past several years,” I said.
“What experiment? Oh, you mean gene therapy.”
“Exactly.”
“Sure, why not?” he said. “We’ve discussed it to death, and there doesn’t seem to be any downside.”
“I wish you’d been keeping records of your sperm count as long as you have mine.”
“Why?” Dani said.
“It would be good to know how long after the kidney transplant it took for your count to be affected by those new genes.”
“How was I to know there’d be a need for such data? But if you stop to think about it, based on the available evidence, the new genes began to work very quickly.”
I thought about it for a minute and said, “Oh, you’re referring to how quickly your bad kidney started functioning normally again, right?”
“Good-looking and smart, that’s my boy.”
I decided to change the subject and said, “Want to spend next weekend in Milan?”
“Why? Oh, you’re going to visit your mother.”
“Yeah. I know, it seems pointless, but—”
“Anything interesting happening at La Scala next weekend?” he said.
“I have no idea, but I’ll be sure to find out.”




Chapter 16

 
 
Milan, Italy
Marco
 
DANI and I were met at the Milan Central Train Station by the same man who’d driven Sal, Valerius, and me around on my first visit to the private hospital that currently housed my mother. After we’d checked in at our hotel, he drove us to the hospital where, after a very short wait, we were shown to the office of its director, Dr. Del Ciello.
He stood when we entered his office and said, “Conte Marco, so good to see you again.”
“Thank you,” I said as I shook his proffered hand. “May I present my partner, Dr. Rosati.”
He shook Dani’s hand and said, “What’s your specialty, Dr. Rosati?”
“I’m not a medical doctor, Sir,” Dani said. “I’m in charge of the labs at l’Ospedale d’Aragoni.”
“Don’t be so modest, Dani,” I said and turned to face Dr. Del Ciello. “Dr. Rosati has two doctorates in scientific fields related to his lab work.”
“Have a seat, gentlemen,” Dr. Del Ciello said.
When we were seated, he continued, “I had your mother’s chart brought to me, Conte Marco, so I could give you an up-to-date report, but sadly all it tells me is that nothing has changed.”
“Thank you for that,” I said. “And I have to say it’s about what I expected. However, that’s not what I wanted to discuss with you. I have a short video that I’d like to show you. Is there a place where we may view it?”
“Certainly,” he said. Then he rose from his desk and added, “Follow me, please, gentlemen.”
We followed him to a small conference room, and when we were seated, I handed him a DVD, which he inserted in a machine before turning on a flat-screen television, then he turned to me and said, “Does this video require any introduction?”
“No, Sir,” I said. “I believe it is self-explanatory.”
We watched a few minutes of Valerius and Serafina interacting and chatting away with Sergio Ucci. They were sitting at a round table in a sunny room playing some sort of board game. When the short video ended, Dr. Del Ciello said, “The younger boy is your brother, the one that I met, yes?”
“Yes, Sir,” I said. “The little girl is his twin sister, and the older boy is your former patient, Sergio Ucci.”
“But… but… he seemed so normal.”
“Yes, he did, didn’t he? When he was evaluated and his records were studied, it was finally determined that by the time he arrived at your facility, he’d simply been warehoused for years. Tests revealed that his formal education had ceased probably when he was six or seven, and everything he’d learned since was gleaned from watching television. Moreover, it became quickly apparent that he’d never interacted with children his own age. His mental development in terms of social interaction was more nearly that of my little brother’s age, which is nine.”
“I’m astonished, ashamed, and frankly, embarrassed,” Dr. Del Ciello said. “Deeply embarrassed that my people failed to recognize something so obvious. What will happen to him now?”
“That’s the good news,” I said. “One of Dr. Rosati’s doctorates is in the field of DNA, and his tests revealed that Mr. Ucci is distantly related to my family. We’ve yet to figure out who his father is or was, but it’s obvious that one of my distant cousins was at one time intimately involved with the boy’s mother at least long enough to impregnate her. Father’s people are scouring Italy as we speak, looking at church records and hospital records. There should be a record of him somewhere.”
“Why would il Duca commit those kinds of resources to track down the parents of a boy who was presumed to be an orphan?”
“Because Father looks after his family, as did his father and grandfather before him. He regards it as a challenge and an obligation to do so.”
“And what will become of my former patient?”
“He’s currently more or less isolated from others at the facility to which he was taken. As soon as his education and social development progress to a sufficient state, he’ll be integrated into society and granted residence status in Aragoni.”
“May I keep this DVD or make a copy of it? I’d like very much for some members of my staff to see it after I admonish them thoroughly for their carelessness.”
“That copy is yours, but don’t beat yourself up too badly, Dr. Del Ciello,” I said. “Remember that he’d been in five or six other institutions before he came to you, and none of them figured it out either.” Of course, they didn’t have the assistance of a couple of telepaths in doing so, I thought.
“Thank you for that, Conte Marco, but it gives me small comfort. Small comfort, indeed. Shall I request that your mother be taken to the dayroom on her floor?”
“If she’s in her usual state and comfortable where she is, why disturb her?” I said. “We’ll just stop by her room, pay our respects, and depart. By the way, I forgot to ask you about her physical condition while you had her chart in front of you.”
“It’s essentially unchanged since the last time you were here. She’s slowly deteriorating, and there’s not a whole lot we can do about it, given her mental state.”
“I understand, and thank you for being so candid with me.”
“There would hardly be any point in offering a shred of hope to a medical doctor such as yourself,” he said. “The evidence provided by your trained eyes would put the lie to any false assurances I gave, even if I were inclined to give them.”
Dani and I made our way to Mama’s room and sat with her for a few minutes, but, as always, it was like visiting a total stranger. Later, as we were being driven back to Milan, Dani said, as he had many times before, “I’m sorry, Marco.”
“Thanks, but there’s nothing to be sorry for. It is what it is, and I’ve been dealing with it for a very long time.”
We managed to attend two stellar performances at La Scala and boarded our train home Sunday morning in an extremely relaxed state. 
One week after our return home, Dani and I met after work in his lab, and after he’d secured the outer door as well as the door to his private lab, I injected both of us with genes extracted from Valerius’s blood, using the naked gene-transfer method.
That being accomplished, Dani said, “What now?”
“The waiting begins, and I think we should each start keeping a little diary of some sort, carefully recording any changes within ourselves.”
“What changes?”
“Any noticeable change of anything,” I said. “We’re in totally uncharted territory here, and there’s absolutely no one to whom we can turn for advice.”
“Agreed. So, once again, we wait. I do have one additional thought.”
“Specifically?”
“If the new genes turn up in our blood within the next few months, we should create new accounts in the sperm bank.”
“What’s the point of that?” I said. “The mothers will be from Maria’s family, and we already know that children from Father’s line combined with Maria’s line will be telepathic.”
“Oh! Guess I hadn’t thought of that. Remind me again why we didn’t tell your father about this?”
“Because we’re adults; because it makes sense; and you know the old saying, ‘It’s easier to beg for forgiveness than ask for permission.’”
“Yeah.”
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MARCO and I had a great Christmas, a huge one, in fact. My sister Sylvia and her husband spent the week between Christmas and New Year’s Day with us and brought their grown children with them. Truth be told, they spent more time skiing than anything else, and when they weren’t on the slopes, they frequently took advantage of the baths. Still, there were plenty of opportunities for visiting with them in between all the running around and doing tourist-type things. Needless to say, we took them to a number of great restaurants and visited over meals, as do a great many people of Italian heritage.
Marco and I were still keeping daily journals in which we noted any physical or mental changes in ourselves. So far we hadn’t been able to record any actual changes—at least no changes that we could feel. On the other hand, the last time I’d run DNA tests on our blood and our semen, all the new genes were present and accounted for.
The first time I’d confirmed this, I told Marco, and predictably he said, “That’s progress.”
The search for the identity of Sergio’s parents was going full tilt, and I was astounded by the amount of resources the Duke was willing to apply to the problem. I was receiving so many blood samples from various parts of Italy that it had been necessary to hire a helper to keep up with the workload. Having a helper was complicated by the fact that I had to keep so much of what I was doing from him. All he knew was that he was running tests on blood samples and passing the results along to me—he had no idea what I was doing with them.
As so often happens in projects where separate teams are working on different aspects of the problem, things came to a head rather suddenly. Marco called me an hour before closing time and said, “Can you take off early? We’ve been summoned to Father’s this evening.”
Spring had just begun, but we hadn’t yet moved back to our house on the mountain, and I wasn’t sure if the Duke had either, so I said, “Where?”
“The castle.”
“Is this a dinner invitation?”
“No. Father has some sort of tedious state function to preside over, so we’ll be meeting after dinner.”
“Then why the rush to get home?” I said.
“There’s no rush. I just thought we’d use it as an excuse to visit the baths when they’re not so full of people.”
“I’ll be ready by the time you get here.”
“Good. My last patient for the day left ten minutes ago, and I can tackle this paperwork tomorrow, so I’m just about on my way.”
“Do you know why we’ve been summoned to the Duke’s?” I said.
“I think the search for Sergio’s baptismal record might have been successful.”
“That’s good. As it happens, I’ve just achieved a breakthrough as well.”
“Really? In what way?”
“Tell you about it on the way home from work.”
“Deal,” he said, and the line went dead.
Marco stopped by my lab a few minutes later, and together we went to the elevators, where we took one of them down to the underground tunnel system. Once in the tunnel, we selected a golf cart and drove it to a spot underneath our building.
“You know, Dani,” Marco said, “the snows are pretty much gone, and we could drive to work just as easily. Or take the tram, for that matter.”
“Why bother going outside? It’s much more comfortable down here in the tunnels.”
“No argument there.”
“Aren’t you gonna ask me about my breakthrough?”
“You’ll tell me in your own good time. Besides, we’ll be home long before the boys get there. Doesn’t that give you any ideas?”
“One or two,” I said. “But I thought you mentioned a soak.”
“So I did.”
We went straight from the tunnels to the baths and let the warm water of the calidarium relax us.
“I didn’t realize how tense my shoulders and neck were,” I said.
“Rough day?”
“As you know, the volume of tests I’ve been running has increased tremendously over the past few weeks.”
“I thought your new helper ran the tests?”
“That he does, but I have to enter the results in my database, so I spend a lot of time hunched over a keyboard.”
“Maybe you need a massage. Both masseurs are available at the moment.”
“That won’t leave us any quiet time in the apartment.”
“It’s a school night; the boys will be in bed a couple of hours before we will.”
“You talked me into it,” I said.
Massages taken care of, we headed for our apartment. After we unlocked the door, we walked into the kitchen and found the boys having a snack.
“Don’t eat too much,” Marco said. “Dani and I have to go to a meeting at the Duke’s after dinner, so we decided to order pizza.”
“But only if you guys promise to clean up the kitchen afterward,” I said.
Their response was a chorus of enthusiastic agreement, so Marco and I went to change into more casual clothes before joining the boys in their room for a while. As usual, there was wide disagreement on what kind of pizza to order; we finally settled on three pizzas, each with two different toppings. When Marco and I left to attend the meeting, the kitchen was spotless and the boys were busily doing their homework under the watchful eyes of Biaggio.
In the Duke’s official residence, we assembled in the library. The Duke and Angelina were present, along with Stefano and Maria. Modesto was there as well.
The Duke took charge of the meeting as always and said, “Before we discuss the reason for this meeting, I will ask Modesto to bring us up to date on the status of Sergio Ucci.”
“He’s progressing at an amazing rate,” Modesto said. “As of this week, he’s been integrated into the general population at the facility, and by all accounts is interacting well with people his own age.”
“What about his education?” Marco said.
“The guy has taken to learning as a duck takes to water,” Modesto said. “Both his social development and his level of education have progressed to about a year beyond that of Valerius and his sister.”
“Do we have any estimates of how long it will take his development to approximate his age?” the Duke said.
“No, Sir,” Modesto said. “The people in charge of the facility say it’s too soon to make such a prediction with any accuracy.”
“When you asked for this meeting, you said you had positive news,” the Duke said.
“Yes, Sir, I do,” Modesto said. “We have a baptismal record from a small village church in the province of Molise, just a few miles south of the Abruzzi region, and we also have a record of his parents’ marriage.”
“Do we know what happened to his parents?” Marco said.
“Yes, we do. Both of his parents were teachers in a school in San Giuliano di Puglia at the time of the 2002 earthquake there. Sergio and his father survived when the school building collapsed, but his mother died. And before you ask the next question, his father died in a car crash a few weeks later, and the boy, who was then seven, was placed in a state-run facility.”
“What were his parents’ names?” the Duke said.
“His father’s name was Augustus Uzzi and his mother’s name was Anna Maria Di Iorio,” Modesto said.
“I assume you are attempting to trace his parents?” the Duke said.
“Yes, Sir. Given that they were both teachers, we’re looking for university records, and we’re going to attempt to have a look at that school district’s files. While that’s going on, we’re also searching in the usual places for records of their birth.”
“Did you look for obituaries?” Marco said. “It might be interesting to know who arranged for the father’s funeral.”
“We’re working on it,” Modesto said. “Some of the information we seek isn’t a matter of public record, so we have to proceed with caution.”
“And we have gotten very good at that over the years,” the Duke said.
“I may have a small clue pointing toward his mother’s family,” I said.
“How so?” Modesto said.
“I processed a blood sample today that came from the Trentino province, and it was clear from the DNA that the woman shared some of Sergio’s ancestry. And more importantly, perhaps, her surname is Di Iorio.” I passed a single-page report to each of them.
“Very good, Dani,” the Duke said. “That points us in a new direction entirely.”
“I just hope it turns into more than just a name,” I said.
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a few weeks after Christmas, and for some reason I awoke somewhat earlier than usual one morning. It was almost as though some external event had triggered my awakening, but I couldn’t figure out what it was at first. Then it hit me: Dani was having a nightmare and I was… holy fucking shit, I was tuned into it—that could only mean one thing.
I shook him awake. “Dani, wake up. Wake up now.”
“What’s going on?” his groggy voice responded.
“I’ll tell you what’s going on, but not until you’re wide awake. Come on.” I took him by one hand and dragged him from the bed, then led him stumbling into the bathroom, where I pulled him into the shower with me. I turned the cold water on first, and only gradually warmed it up to a fairly hot setting. This, of course, produced an outraged protest.
“Damn it, Marco. What are you trying to do to me?”
“In case you hadn’t noticed, I’m doing it to both of us. And I’m trying to get you alert enough to receive some stunning news. I’ve never seen you this groggy in the morning. What happened?”
“For some reason I didn’t sleep very well last night, not very well at all. In fact I kept waking up until around three, I guess. I finally went back to sleep and stayed asleep.”
“Are you awake now?”
“As far as I can tell. What’s going on?”
“What’s going on,” I sent, “is that your nightmare not only woke me up—I was experiencing it with you.”
“That’s impossible… wait a fucking minute. Your lips weren’t moving just now.”
“That’s my Dani,” I sent. “Good-looking, a great ass, and smart as a whip.”
“Oh, my God,” he said. “You’re talking to me mind to mind.”
“Correction, babe: we’re talking to each other mind to mind.”
“I wonder why it kicked in so suddenly?” he sent.
“I’m not so sure it was that suddenly.”
“What do you mean?”
“We’ve always been more than a bit tuned to each other’s body language, and feelings for that matter,” I sent. “And now that I’ve had a few minutes to reflect on things, I realize that I’ve been picking up things from your brain for a few days now. What about you?”
“I think we need to use the soap and finish our bath before we use up all the hot water,” he said.
“No argument there. We can have one of our brainstorming sessions after a while.”
“What time is it?” he said.
“Early.”
“No shit! Can you quantify that?”
“A little before six, I think.”
We toweled ourselves dry and walked back into the bedroom to look at the bedside clock. “A little before six, my ass,” he said. “How about an hour before six?”
“Yeah, so it is, and that gives me a great idea.” I locked the bedroom door, then lay down on the bed and opened my arms. “What are you waiting for, lover, an engraved invitation?”
During the half hour that followed, Dani and I figured out how to mesh into total rapport with each other, and we were overwhelmed with the sensual overload that followed as we explored the different ways we knew how to please each other.
“That was so far beyond amazing I don’t have the words to describe it,” he sent.
“For sure. Experiencing sexual pleasure from both parties simultaneously was… as you said, there aren’t any words to describe the feeling.”
“Just wait until tonight,” he sent.
“What about tonight?”
“You and I are going to go to bed extra early, and we’re going to keep each other on the edge for as long as we can,” he sent.
“Now that is definitely something to look forward to for the rest of the day.”
And with that happy thought, we headed once again to the bathroom, this time to shower, shave, and prepare for the day. I had a thought while shaving and sent, “I wonder if we’ll be able to tune in on the boys at breakfast, and more importantly, will we be able to tune them out?”
“What about all those matters of ethics that you instilled in the twins?”
“Babe, this will be a one-shot deal, and strictly in the interest of science,” I sent. “And we need to really be faithful in keeping those journals we started. For that matter, parents have an overriding need to monitor their children.”
“Keep journals for how long?”
“We’re in totally uncharted territory here, but I’d say for at least a couple of months, or until nothing new happens, whichever comes first.”
“That sounds good to me, not to mention scientific,” he sent.
At the breakfast table, I carefully tuned into the boys one at a time, and was amazed to learn that they were as much alike mentally as they were physically. They departed for school, and sometime later Dani and I headed down to the tunnels, selected a golf cart, and went to the hospital, comparing notes as we drove.
“By the way, did you tune in to Biaggio’s thoughts?” he said.
“No, I didn’t. Tuning in to one’s children is okay, but Biaggio doesn’t qualify.”
“Well, I did, but only long enough to confirm what we already know—the guy is totally devoted to those boys and he’s not entirely thrilled that they’re going away to school this fall.”
“That’s about what I’ve intuited from a few years of observation, but it’s good to know for sure.”
“Yeah,” he said. “So, when are we gonna tell the family about this, Marco?”
“I think I’m going to ask for a meeting with Father, Stefano, and Modesto,” I said. “We’ll make full disclosure then, and I’m sure we’ll discuss how to pass this along to the rest of the family.”
 
 
Geneva, Switzerland
Sergio
 
SERGIO was beside himself with excitement because he’d just learned that Val and Sera were going to be in town for three whole days. More to the point, Val had told him that they had news for him and it was exciting news. Of course, nearly every day he’d spent in Geneva so far was exciting, and he loved looking out his windows at the snow-capped mountaintops. It hadn’t snowed very often in the places he’d lived, and he’d never been allowed to go outside and actually play in it. In his new environment he’d not only met people, but had talked to them too, and he’d learned so much. He’d also learned how much more he had to learn before he could go out into the world, but he wasn’t worried about the future at the moment. Instead, he was totally focused on tomorrow and the arrival of his friends.
“Sergio, are you there?” Val sent. “We’re headed for the train station right now. Our train arrives in Geneva too late for us to see you this evening, but we’ll be there after breakfast tomorrow morning.”
“I can’t wait to see you.”
“Soon, Sergio, soon,” Sera sent.
“And we can talk to you the whole time we’re on the train,” Val sent.
“That’s right,” Sera sent. “Mama knows we’ll be talking to you, so she won’t try to talk to us while we’re on the train.”
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as the boys were settled in for the night, Dani and I retired to the master bedroom, locked the door, and began a journey of sensual exploration and discovery. Two hours later we finally called it a night, and those two hours would forever be burned into my brain as the most amazing two hours I’d ever spent in bed in my entire life. We’d only had a pair of orgasms each, but those orgasms were sort of anticlimactic compared to what had gone before. We’d somehow managed to keep each other on the brink for nearly an hour each time, and we were both on extreme sensory overload by the time we composed ourselves for sleep.
“Remember that book we read forever ago, Dani?” I said.
“Which book?”
“My First Two Thousand Years: The Autobiography of the Wandering Jew was its title, and in it the character talks about what he refers to as ‘the unendurable pleasure indefinitely prolonged’. It’s been so long since I read the book that I’m not sure if he ever experienced it, but as of now, I’m pretty sure I know what he meant.”
“Oh, yeah, I remember the book, and I think you’re absolutely correct. Good night.”
“Night.”
The next morning I arrived at my office a bit earlier than usual and used the extra time before my first appointment to call Father and request a meeting.
“For what reason?” he said.
“Dani and I have something to tell you that will impact the entire family.”
“Favorably or unfavorably?”
“I suppose that would depend on your point of view, but on balance, I think favorably.”
That got his attention, as I’d suspected it would, and he said, “Okay. Who would you like to be there?”
“Stefano, Maria, Modesto, and the twins,” I said. “And Angelina, of course.”
“Very well. I will see when the respective parties are available and get back to you.”
“Thank you, Father.”
I spent some time catching up on the never-ending paperwork that went with being a doctor, then settled down to deal with the day’s appointments. A few minutes before I went to lunch, my secretary buzzed me and asked if I would mind staying late for an unscheduled patient.
“That depends on who it is and the urgency of the problem,” I said.
“La Duchessa wants to bring the twins to see you after your last scheduled appointment, Doctor.”
“Then you may tell her that I’ll be happy to see her and my siblings,” I said.
I relayed this information to Dani while we were munching on sandwiches in the hospital cafeteria, and he said, “It isn’t like Angelina to ask for special treatment. I wonder what’s up?”
“Babe, I have no idea, so I’ll have to wait and see.”
We finished our lunch, and I returned to my office to deal with my afternoon appointments and the day sped by. Finally, I escorted my last scheduled patient from my inner office and found my waiting room occupied by Angelina, the twins, and to my surprise, Father.
I ushered them into my office, returned to my desk, and said, “What can I do for you today?”
Angelina came straight to the point, saying, “Valerius and Serafina are having strange dreams.”
“Can you be more specific?”
“They won’t talk to either Marcus or me about them,” she said.
I looked at Valerius and said, “Want to tell me about them, Valerius?”
“Can I talk to you privately, Marco?” he said.
“Sure. Let’s go into one of the examination rooms.”
I led him into one of the examination rooms and directed him to a comfortable chair rather than the examination table. When I was settled in a chair beside him, I said, “Okay, kiddo, you have my undivided attention; tell me about these dreams.”
“I don’t really know how to describe them, Marco,” he said.
“Are they nightmares?” I said.
“No, they’re not nightmares. In fact they’re just the opposite.”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, they kind of make me feel sort of tingly and real good,” he said.
“Feel good, how? Any particular place?”
“Kind of all over, I guess. But I felt really good and, you know, tingly down there.” He pointed toward his crotch. “And my penis got really hard.”
Oh shit, I think I know where this is headed, I thought. I hope Valerius and his sister have taken us seriously about eavesdropping.
“Valerius, when did this happen?”
“Last night.”
“Can you be more specific?”
“What do you mean, Marco?”
“Can you tell me what time it started, and how long it lasted?” I said.
“Serafina and I went to bed at our usual time, but we weren’t really sleepy. We always talk back and forth with our thoughts before we actually go to sleep, and we both had this dream at the same time. Wait a minute… it wasn’t really a dream, not if we were awake and talking to each other at the time. Marco, what does this mean?”
“Valerius, did you talk to your friend Sergio last night or this morning?”
“I talked to him this morning like I always do, why?”
“Did he mention having any strange dreams last night?”
“No, but I’ll ask him now.”
“Good.”
I waited for a couple of minutes; then Valerius said, “Sergio felt it too, but he thought it was just a wet dream.”
“So you know about wet dreams, do you?”
“Marco,” he said with all the seriousness of a nine-year-old, “I may not be quite old enough to have them, but I know about them.”
“I remember recommending a book to your mother, but I didn’t know she’d bought it yet.”
“Marco, what does this mean?” he said.
“Have you had these dreams before?”
“I think so, but last night was the first time it happened while I was awake.”
“Can you tell me how long this has been going on?”
“I’m not sure how long, but less than week, I guess.”
“That’s what I thought.”
“Does that mean you know what’s happening to Serafina and me?” he said.
“Yes, I do.”
“Aren’t you going to tell me?”
“Sure, but we need to talk about this as a family, so let’s go back to my office.”
I escorted Valerius back to my office, then opened the door to the reception area and told the receptionist to take the rest of the day off. My nurse had left after the last patient was gone. I secured the outer door and returned to my desk.
Father, who was growing impatient, said, “What is going on, Marco?”
“I’ll explain in just a minute, but first, I need to get Dani in here. He’s involved in this too.”
“Dani, where are you?” I sent.
“It’s past quitting time and I’m just a few steps from your office.”
“Good. The outer door is locked, so let yourself in and lock it behind you.”
“Got it.”
I’d been watching the twins during this exchange, and they were both sitting there staring at me wide-eyed. They heard us loud and clear that time, and why shouldn’t they? We don’t know how to shield ourselves.
“Are you going to call Dani?” Father said.
“I just did.”
“Excuse me?”
“Father, do you remember our conversation when Dani and I met with you in Venice years ago?”
“That was nearly fifteen years ago, so I am somewhat vague on the details,” he said.
“When you told me how old you were for the first time, we had a conversation, during which the possibility of gene therapy was discussed.”
“I sort of remember that. Why?”
“Because a few months ago, I used a form of gene therapy on Dani and myself, and it succeeded.”
“Whatever do you mean?” he said.
“Simply that Dani and I now have the same telepathic ability that Valerius and Serafina have.”
“Merciful deities, I can hardly believe it,” Father said. “You took a considerable risk doing that, did you not?”
“No, Sir, I don’t think so. I’ve studied gene therapy extensively, and the method we used involved a simple intravascular injection.”
We were interrupted by a knock on my door, and I raised my voice and said, “Come on in, Dani.”
“Hello, everyone,” Dani said the minute he was in my office.
“Close the door and have a seat,” I said. “Outer door locked?”
“Per your instructions. What’s happening?”
“What’s happening is that Father and Angelina brought the twins to see me because they’ve been having strange dreams. Dreams with erotic overtones. In fact, Valerius confirmed earlier that his buddy Sergio in Geneva thought he had a wet dream last night.”
Dani’s face was a study for a full minute or two, and then he said, “Oh, my God. They were picking up spillover from us, weren’t they?”
“I think so. I was just explaining that we’d successfully used gene therapy on ourselves.”
“Good.”
“Here’s what the twins and their new friend Sergio have been experiencing,” I said, turning to the others. “Dani and I have been able to communicate telepathically for a couple of days or so. Last night we retired as soon as the boys were settled down for the night and experimented.”
“Experimented how?” Father said.
“It’s kind of hard to explain unless you’ve experienced it, but when you and your partner are linked mentally, that is, in total rapport, you experience not only your own pleasure, but you simultaneously feel and experience everything your partner is feeling.
“I won’t go into detail for obvious reasons, but suffice it to say the twins and Sergio were picking up, for want of a better word, sexual feelings, but without actual mental images,” I said.
“That’s kind of difficult to grasp,” Angelina said.
“That’s for sure. I can barely get a handle on it myself, and I’ve experienced it. Valerius, I need you and your sister to show Dani and me how you learned to shield yourselves.”
“Sure, Marco,” Valerius sent.
“Here’s what we do,” Serafina sent.
Dani and I sat quietly while we linked mentally with the twins. What they’d learned to do was amazingly simple, so much so I had no doubt that in time Dani and I would have figured it out ourselves.
Finally I said, mostly for the benefit of the non-telepaths in the room, “Okay, kids, now Dani and I are going to have a mental conversation, and I want the two of you to tell us if any of it leaks around our shields.”
Dani and I spent a minute or two “talking” back and forth mind to mind. Then we stopped and I looked a question at the twins, followed by, “Well? Did you pick up anything?”
“No, Sir,” Valerius said.
“Not a thing,” Serafina said.
“Good. By the way, have you two shown your friend Sergio how to do that?”
“Yes, Sir,” Serafina said.
I looked at Father and said, “Father, now you know why I called you this morning and requested a meeting.”
“Yes, I do, but I do not think we need to involve everyone in this as yet. Can you come to the next council meeting half an hour early, so we can discuss it with three or four of your brothers?”
“Certainly.”
“Meanwhile, I do not want anyone talking about this,” he said. “Everyone in the family will have to know eventually, but I think we need to do some planning first.”
“That’s understandable,” I said.
“What would it take to make this available to all family members?” Father said.
“That’s Dani’s department,” I said. “How about it, babe? How much blood would you need to extract a sufficient amount of DNA?”
“For how many people?”
I looked at Father. “I know the family has grown a great deal since the last time we discussed its size, so what’s the answer?”
He gave us a number, and Dani thought for a minute or two before he told us how much blood he might need.
Father’s response to that was “So little?”
“Yes, Sir,” Dani said. “I can extract a great deal of DNA from one vial of blood, and although I did a quick calculation in my head, I tried to err on the side of caution.”
“Between now and the next council meeting, I would like to have a firm number,” Father said. “I would also like to have a preliminary draft plan for treating every family member.”
“Dani and I will handle it,” I said.
“Of that I have no doubt, but I think we have taken up enough of your time. Are you ready to go, my dear?”
“Just waiting on you, Marcus,” Angelina said.
“I’ll unlock the door for you,” Dani said.
I followed my visitors from my office then locked the inner door behind me, and as soon as Dani had closed the outer door, I said, “That was interesting, wasn’t it? I had no idea how Father might react to the news.”
“The Duke hasn’t survived all these years by being stupid,” Dani said.
“No kidding! Ready to go home?”
“You bet.”
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I ARRIVED
at the next council meeting early, as requested, and found Father and my brothers Stefano, Modesto, and Titus waiting for me in a room adjacent to the council chambers. Stefano wasn’t currently serving on the council, but I guessed he was there because his children were telepathic. After hands had been shaken all around, Father, as direct as always, came straight to the point. “Marco, I called this meeting so that you could share with your brothers the discovery you and Dani have made.”
I spent the next ten minutes explaining in some detail the steps that Dani and I had taken, as well as the results.
“Any questions?” Father said.
There were many questions, all of which I answered until finally everyone was silent, and Father said, “Has Dani come up with a calculation as to how much blood would be needed to pass the genes along to every family member?”
“Yes, Sir,” I said. “However, some decisions need to be made with respect to that.”
“Such as?”
“He prepared his estimate predicated on the assumption that only your male descendants would receive the genes.”
“Why?”
“There are several reasons, not least of which is the fact that we have no idea whether or not someone who is not your descendant would react physically to the genes.”
“I thought you said it was risk-free,” Stefano said.
“I said that it was risk-free for Dani and myself, because both of us already had five of the genes. I acquired them at birth, and he acquired two of them at birth and the other three from that transplanted kidney. There are so many variables at play here, and we’re in totally uncharted territory.”
“Yes, I can see that,” Father said.
“What about my wife?” Stefano said. “And for that matter, Father’s wife?”
“Members of Maria’s family have the genes, so I don’t see any risk factors there. You have to understand that there’s a great deal that we don’t know and will probably never know.”
“Never know! Why not?” Father said.
“How are we going to find out? It would be impossible to conduct human studies—we would need a small team of family members heavily schooled in the science of genes and gene therapy, the latter of which is still in its infancy. For that matter, even if we could, it wouldn’t be ethical.”
“That makes sense,” he said.
“There’s another really important factor we’ll also have to take into account.”
“And that would be?” Stefano said.
“There are a number of spouses of family members who are totally unaware of who and what we are, correct?”
“Yes,” Father said.
“And some of those spouses are already up in years, right?”
Father nodded.
“Think about offering, say, a seventy-year-old in poor health a chance to live many years longer, possibly in her current state of infirmity. There are too many things we neither know nor understand.”
Father said, “What you are saying is that caution is the order of the day.”
“In a word, yes. On the other hand, that kidney transplant did cause Dani’s badly damaged kidney to begin functioning normally. When we have two or three family members who have the necessary credentials, it might be possible to offer a couple of relatively healthy middle-aged significant others a chance to be guinea pigs.”
“What would you expect the results of such an experiment to be?” Father said.
“I have no idea. Anything from total disaster and death at the one end to some sort of rejuvenation at the other end. At the risk of sounding repetitious, there’s just so much that we don’t know.”
“I will take that idea under advisement until such time as we have the necessary scientists,” Father said.
“Modesto, what’s the latest status of Sergio in Geneva?” I said.
“He’s been told that he’s related to the twins, and he was happy to hear it,” Modesto said. “We’ve also been able to obtain photographs of his parents from their employment records in the school system where they worked, and framed copies will be presented to him when the twins see him again.”
“We discussed hypnosis at one point,” I said. “Has anything been done about it?”
“It’s on the agenda. Why?” Modesto said.
“Because sooner or later he’s going to have to be told about the longevity that comes with being one of Father’s descendants, and a posthypnotic suggestion might convince him not to reveal that information.”
“You are forgetting one thing,” Father said. “All of my descendants seem to have an instinct for self-preservation that simply does not allow them to reveal some things about themselves to anyone outside of the family.”
“That’s right,” I said. “You said something along those lines when we met in Venice that time.”
“Just so.”
“That being said, I’d still tend to advise caution in Sergio’s case,” I said.
“Why?” Modesto said.
“Because he could still turn out to be a wild card and uncontrollable. We can’t lose sight of the fact that for most of his life, Sergio has been kept sedated. I’ve read his medical history thoroughly and compiled a list of the medications he’s been given. Several of them are known to have long-term and often unpredictable side effects. While it is true that Father’s descendants possess a remarkable ability for self-healing, I think we should err on the side of caution.”
“That makes sense,” Modesto said.
“Meanwhile, we need to prepare a plan to present to the council,” Father said. “I think it is obvious that we must bring family members here to Aragoni to receive the therapy.”
“Can’t we just send them a supply of whatever their doctor might need?” Titus said.
“How in the world would they explain their needs to a doctor who is not one of us?” Father said.
“Father’s right,” I said. “And that consideration aside, I don’t think we want to take the chance that the injectable material might fall into the wrong hands. Those vials of blood are just as valuable as our semen, perhaps more so. Furthermore, I think any plan to bring family members here should include two trips—at least until we have two or three functioning telepaths in any area where family members are concentrated.”
“Why two trips?” Father said.
“Simply because the injections don’t take effect immediately, but when they do, some mental training will be necessary. Remember, it took the combined efforts of Valerius and Serafina to show Dani and me how to shield ourselves.”
“Bringing each family member here on two separate occasions will require a great deal of logistical planning,” Modesto said.
“Some of which is already in place due to the advanced courses in Etruscan that we already have underway,” Father said. “Since you are already involved in that effort, Modesto, I will ask you to work gene therapy into the schedule.”
“I don’t see any problem with that,” Modesto said.
“Very well,” Father said. “If there is nothing else to discuss at the moment, I suggest we adjourn to the council chambers.”
The council meeting was long and tedious, as most of them invariably were, and when it was over, I called Dani and asked him if he wanted to join me in the baths.
“That bad, huh?” he said.
“Let’s just say that it was a lot longer than usual, and only moderately more productive.”
“I’ll meet you there.”
“Good.”
When we were finally settled in the calidarium, I let out a sigh of relief, and Dani said, “Feels good, doesn’t it?”
“You know it does, babe.” I paused, then added, “You didn’t ask me what the council decided.”
“I took it as a given that they’d vote to go ahead with the things you and I discussed.”
“That they did, and since it involves bringing family members here to the Duchy, the process will be integrated with the intensive courses in Etruscan that are being conducted.”
“That makes sense. Looks like you’re not the only one who needed a soak.”
“Say what?”
“Three of your brothers just settled down across from us in the pool.”
I’d been lying back with my head resting against the rim of the pool with my eyes closed, so I opened them and glanced around the pool. “So they are,” I said, and then I settled back and once again closed my eyes.
“What about the boys?” Dani said.
“What about them?”
“Are we going to give them the treatment?”
“Of course,” I said. “The sooner the better.”
“Along with several serious conversations about the ethics of eavesdropping telepathically, I hope,” Dani said.
“That’s for sure. As boys, they might be tempted to cheat at their classes.”
“I’m not worried about that,” he said.
“Whyever not?”
“Because all three of them are straight-A students. They’re not exactly setting the world on fire, academically speaking, but they’re avid readers and good students.”
“No argument there,” I said. “When do you want to do it?”
“Have them come to your office after school.”
“No problem. I’m thoroughly relaxed, ready to go home?”
“Yeah. I’d really like a massage, but it’s after hours for that.”
“No reason we can’t give each other a massage.”
“What a good idea.”
As soon as we were in our bedroom, we followed through with the massage idea and eventually went to sleep in a pleasantly euphoric state.
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WHEN the boys were escorted to my office after school the next day by their driver, they were understandably curious and a bit nervous. The nervousness stemmed from the fact that other than an occasional runny nose, they were almost never sick. In fact, the period of inactivity they’d faced due to their broken bones was the first time they’d ever been confined to the house because of illness or injury.
After they’d settled down in side chairs, I excused myself for a minute to give my staff the rest of the afternoon off, and once they’d departed, I locked the outer door to my office. I returned to my desk and sat looking at the three of them. Finally, Marcus couldn’t stand it any longer.
“What’s up, Papa?” he said.
“At the moment we’re waiting for Dani. When he gets here, I’ll explain.”
“Okay,” he said, and his brothers nodded in agreement.
“Meanwhile, tell me how school was today.”
They started talking about their day and didn’t stop until Dani opened the door and walked into the room, carrying a small bottle.
“Have you told them?” he said.
“Told us what?” Giovanni said.
“I was waiting for you to get here,” I said. “What took you so long?”
“Unexpected rush request for lab work from the hospital. I started the various processes then turned them over to my staff.”
“Told us what?” Marcus said.
“Yeah,” Bernardo said, speaking for the first time.
“We have a surprise for you,” I said. “But first, each of you is going to get an injection.”
“We don’t mind shots,” Marcus said.
“This one has to be into a vein,” Dani said.
“Yuck,” Giovanni said.
“So, what’s the surprise?” Marcus said.
“Injections first, surprise after,” I said. “Let’s adjourn to an examination room.”
I led them into one of my exam rooms, and one by one they received their injections, mostly without grumbling. When we were once again seated in my office, I said, “That takes care of that.”
“And the surprise?” Giovanni said.
I told them, and their reactions were mostly total disbelief. In fact, Marcus, ever the skeptic, even went so far as to say, “That was just a crummy excuse to give us that kind of injection, wasn’t it?”
“I guess we’ll have to prove it to them,” Dani said.
“How?”
“Let me take them back into the exam room and each of them can tell me something they think we don’t know. You write it down by getting it from me mind to mind.”
“Very good, Dr. Rosati. I always enjoy watching a trained mind at work.”
“Sarcasm noted,” he said. “Coming, boys?”
They followed him from the room, and I placed a yellow pad on my desk and waited, pen in hand. It didn’t take long, given that the things they told Dani were short and to the point. When they were back in their seats, they looked at me expectantly.
“Well,” Marcus said. “What did I tell Papa Dani?”
When I told him, he was astonished and said, “How did you know that?”
“As we told you guys, Dani and I can communicate mind to mind.”
“That was just a good guess, wasn’t it?” Marcus said.
“No, but let’s deal with your brothers first.” I proceeded to read the rest of the notes on my yellow pad, then sat back and smiled at the looks on their faces.
“Dani,” I sent, “feel free to help me out here.”
“Will do.”
Dani went on to tell each of the boys what they were currently thinking. It took a while, but we finally convinced them that what we’d told them was accurate.
“When will we be able to do this?” Bernardo said.
“It takes two or three months,” I said.
“And when it happens, Marco and I will have to teach you how to shield yourselves,” Dani said.
“Shield us from what?” Marcus said.
“From each other, and for that matter, from other telepaths picking up your thoughts when you don’t want them to do so. Marco, should I tell them what happened?”
“Why not?” I said. “They’re old enough to understand.”
He went on to tell the boys about the events of that particular morning and its aftermath.
“That’s amazing,” Marcus said. “How far away can you be and still ‘talk’ to each other?”
“I have no idea,” I said. “Valerius and Serafina didn’t have any problem communicating when he was with me in Milan and she was here in the Duchy. Beyond that, we just don’t know.”
“Are we done?” Dani said.
“Not quite. We haven’t discussed the ethics of mentally eavesdropping.”
“Oh, that.”
“What are you talking about?” Bernardo said.
We took turns explaining what I’d told Valerius and Serafina, and the boys seemed to understand.
“I think that’s enough for now, don’t you?” I sent.
“Yeah, for now.”
Finally, Bernardo asked the question I’d been waiting for when he said, “Does this mean that you guys can tune in to what we’re thinking and doing?”
“Yes, it does,” I said, “but we don’t do that, for the reasons we’ve just been discussing.”
“Ever?” Marcus said.
“As parents, we reserve the right to snoop if we think you’re up to something you shouldn’t be doing.”
“Really?” Giovanni said.
“Yes, really,” I said. “However, since you three are normally such law-abiding citizens, I doubt we’ll ever have the need to do that.”
“I guess that’s fair enough,” Marcus said.
“Are we finished here?” Dani said.
“Sure, why?”
“I was thinking pizza in the old quarter.”
“Okay,” I said. “Provided the boys are in a pizza mood.”
Which was a silly question, given their predilection for pizza. We went to the old quarter and lingered over our pizza for an hour, mostly because the boys were enjoying themselves so much, and we didn’t have a lot on our plates at the moment.
 
 
Geneva, Switzerland
Sergio
 
SERGIO was excited because not only were Val and Sera coming to see him, they’d told him they were bringing something to him. When he’d asked what it was, Sera had said that she couldn’t tell him because it was a surprise.
“Oh, goody,” he’d sent. “I love surprises.”
“Just wait, we’ll be there in an hour,” she sent.
“And we’ll be there all day tomorrow too,” Val sent.
“I have a new room, actually two rooms, and I can see the lake from my windows,” Sergio sent.
“That sounds nice, but it’ll be too dark to see anything when we get there,” Sera sent.
“But we’ll be able to see it in the morning,” Val sent.
By the time his friends arrived, Sergio was almost beside himself in anticipation. He hugged each of his friends, then looked eagerly at the packages in their hands.
Sera handed him a small package and said, “Go ahead and open it, but be careful not to break it.”
He tore the paper from the package and found himself looking at a framed photograph.
“What’s this?” he said.
“It’s a picture of your mother,” Sera said. “Papa’s people obtained a copy of it from when she applied for a job teaching school.”
He stared for a long minute at the face of the beautiful young women in the photo. “This is what my mother looked like?”
“Yes, it is,” Val said. He handed Sergio another package and added, “And this one’s a picture of your father.”
Sergio opened the other package, revealing a matching portrait of a handsome young man. He carefully set both of the framed pictures on top of a bookcase and stood looking at them for several minutes. When he turned and thanked his friends profusely, there were tears in his eyes.
Sergio finally got his emotions under control enough to say, “If records of my parents have been found, does that mean that you know what happened to them?”
“Yes, we do,” Sera said. “Your mother died during an earthquake that seriously damaged the school where she taught. You were rescued after the building collapsed.”
“And my father?”
“Killed in an automobile crash not too long after that,” Val said. “Father obtained copies of newspaper articles describing both the earthquake and the wreck.”
“I always figured my parents must be dead,” Sergio said. “Did I have any brothers or sisters?”
“Not according to the newspaper articles,” Sera said.
“I understand,” Sergio said. “At least I’ve got you, Sera and Val.”
“You have more relatives than you know,” Val said. “Our older brother Marco is a doctor, and there are other relatives in Aragoni.”
“When will I get to meet them?”
“I think Marco may be coming to visit you soon,” Sera said, “but we don’t know when.”
“Why don’t you ask him yourself,” Val said, “he’s here with us now, at least in our heads.”
“Here with you now?” Sergio echoed.
“Hello, Sergio. My name is Marco, and I’m in rapport with Val at the moment, so whatever he sees, I can see.”
Sergio was startled by this new mental “voice,” but quickly sent, “Hello, Marco. You sound older than Val and Sera.”
“That’s because I am older. Quite a bit older, but I’m still their brother because our father remarried a few years ago.”
“I see.”
“Anyhow, I’m going to withdraw now. I just wanted to meet you and tell you that I will be coming to see you just as soon as my schedule permits.”
“Okay,” Sergio sent, and then he felt a presence withdrawing from contact.
“That was interesting,” Sergio said.
“Yeah,” Sera said. “We weren’t sure that we could contact Marco from here, but it seemed to be fine.”
“Papa says that as soon as you finish your education, you can come to live in Aragoni,” Val said.
“Okay,” Sergio said. “My teachers tell me that I’m making great progress, and might be caught up with my own age group in two or three more years.”
“I’m sorry we don’t have the kind of teachers you need back home in Aragoni,” Sera said.
“That’s okay. I like it here; it’s so much nicer than that last place. Nobody makes me take pills all the time, and I can read as much as I like.”




Chapter 22
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Marco
 
A WEEK
after we’d given the boys their injections, the topic of gene therapy was the first item on the agenda at the council meeting, and Father summed up the necessity for gene therapy for all family members.
“The bottom line here is this,” Father said. “This family will always be vulnerable to the ignorant and uninformed, not to mention the greedy, and I see telepathy as another way to protect ourselves.”
“How so?” one of my brothers said.
“We have discussed at length the ethics of snooping in other people’s minds,” Father said. “But consider this: Is there any reason why we should not stay on the alert mentally to watch out for anyone who shows an undue interest in us as a family? This would be especially true for those of us who live in other countries.”
Everyone agreed that what Father had said made perfect sense, and I was asked to set aside the last hour of every working day to handle what would be a steady stream of family members from the Duchy. In addition, the injection schedule was added to the accelerated Etruscan-language program, and a plan was authorized to begin injecting family members from overseas as quickly as it could be arranged.
Over the course of the next two or three months, I injected every family member currently residing within the Duchy, as well as those who were visiting. I also took the time to explain to each person what to expect, and approximately when to expect it. Father had created a database of names from the software he used to track family members, and I checked the names off the list as I administered the injections.
Dani and I were sitting in my private office at the end of one particularly long day, discussing the situation. I couldn’t resist saying, “You know, Dani, for a man who grew up believing he was an only child, I’ve met a shitload of relatives that I didn’t even know existed over the past two months or so.”
“Yeah, and I’m going to need another pint of blood very soon if you intend to keep the pace of injections going.”
“Can we use my blood this time?”
“I don’t see why not. In fact, why didn’t we think of that in the first place rather than subjecting Valerius to the blood-donation process?”
“Because it never occurred to us. Besides, he didn’t seem to mind that much. I think there’s more than a bit of the stoic in that boy.”
“And he comes by it naturally, just as you do,” Dani said.
“If you say so.”
“Oh, I do say so… I do indeed.”
“Are we ready to head home?”
“Do we have time to stop by the baths?” he said. “I could use a soak.”
“Sure, the boys are well taken care of, and for that matter, at almost thirteen, they’re capable and trustworthy enough of being home alone for an hour or so.”
“Why don’t I call home and see if they’d like to join us?” Dani said.
“Go for it; you and I both know how much they enjoy the baths.”
Dani made the call and we headed for the baths. Since we were still in our winter quarters in the castle, the boys arrived at the baths before we did and were making good use of the tepidarium. When they spotted us settling down in the calidarium, they joined us for a few minutes, and the first question they asked was about telepathy. They were excited, but knew to lower their voices to a whisper due to the way sound carried in the baths with the tiled walls and ceilings.
“How long does it take?” Marcus said.
“Based upon how long it took for Dani and me to be active,” I said, “you probably have another six weeks or so to wait.”
“That long?” Giovanni said.
“I know, kiddo,” Dani said. “At your age, six weeks seems like forever.”
“Yeah, we want results,” Bernardo said.
“I think the term you’re looking for is ‘instant gratification’,” I said.
“What’s wrong with that?” Marcus said.
“Nothing, when it happens naturally,” Dani said. “But as you grow older, you’ll learn that most of the time things don’t always work that way.”
“Don’t forget, you guys are going to live a long time, so you can afford to be patient,” I said, lowering my voice a bit more.
With that, the conversation wound down and we returned to our apartment.
 
 
AT
THE
council meeting the following week, we learned that another layer of Sergio’s ancestry had been uncovered on both his maternal and paternal lines. Unfortunately, we were no closer to connecting with any known member of either side of the family. For some reason, I decided to ask a question that should have occurred to me long before.
“Father, have we taken any steps to advise male members of this family to be more careful when they’re out in the world spreading pollen?”
“Spreading pollen?” he said. “I do not understand.”
“It’s a term used by many college guys in America. They talk about meeting girls and spreading pollen on every available flower.”
“Oh!” he said. “I should have caught that. To answer your question, I sent word to all known members of the family years ago, shortly after you and Dani unearthed our previously unknown relatives in Sicily.”
“Good, because given what we now know, that pollen is more valuable than ever,” I said. “Which brings me to the young man in question. I haven’t seen a report from the folks in Geneva lately.”
“He’s progressing at an amazing pace,” Modesto said. “In fact, his social and educational levels are now thought to be adolescent. One of his tutors describes him as a sponge, given the way he soaks up information.”
“Very good,” I said. “I have things pretty much arranged at my late grandmother’s villa in Siena, in case we ultimately decide to place him there. The people there were absolutely loyal to their late Contessa, and they have transferred that loyalty to me.”
“We’re at least a year or so away from that point,” Modesto said. “But I’ll keep it in mind. So far, the young man doesn’t seem to be chafing at the restrictions we’ve placed on him. Our thinking is that his life is so much better than it was, it will be a while longer before he begins to get restless.”
“Good,” I said.
“Have we had any more inquiries from members of Maria’s family concerning surrogacy?” Father said.
“The last time she and I met, she mentioned the possibility of two or three more candidates turning up next summer. The two women whose services Dani and I are going to use will be in residence in the Duchy within a week or two.”
“Very good,” Father said. “Have you told your boys what you are planning to do?”
“Yes, Sir, we have, and their attitude is extremely positive.”
The meeting went on and on, as council meetings usually did, to more mundane matters and finally wound down about an hour later.
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Marco
 
I WAS
a bit nervous when the twins and I arrived at the facility in Geneva, not because I was worried about meeting the patient face-to-face, but because I was worried about him being able to pick up too much from my mind. However, both Valerius and Serafina assured me repeatedly that they were unable to detect anything other than Etruscan in my thoughts, so I decided to go ahead with the meeting.
“Valerius and Serafina,” I sent.
“Yes, Marco?” Val replied.
“Don’t forget to remind Sergio about how important it is to shield himself. I realize that you’ve shown him how to do it, but the need to do it all the time is also important. It won’t hurt to reinforce that idea every time you see him.”
“We will, Marco,” the twins sent in unison.
“Good. Now, let’s get on with it.”
The twins knew the way to Sergio’s quarters, so it wasn’t necessary for a member of the staff to escort us once we’d checked in at the front desk. We arrived at the open door to his little two-room suite and found him sitting at a small desk, apparently totally engrossed in homework.
“Hi, Sergio,” Valerius said.
Sergio straightened up from his desk with a start and turned to face the door. “Val, Sera,” he said, “I wasn’t expecting to see you today.”
“We wanted to surprise you,” Valerius said. “We’ve brought our brother Marco to see you. You talked to him once before, remember?”
“Sure,” Sergio said. “What do I call you, Sir?”
“Well,” I said, choosing my words carefully, “I realize that you called me Marco when I contacted you mentally that time, but I’m a good deal older than you, so how about calling me Dr. d’Argenzio or perhaps Dr. Marco, if that’s easier?”
“That’s fine,” he said, and we shook hands. At his suggestion, we settled down in comfortable chairs and began to chat.
In the end, the visit went very well, and Sergio seemed, at least superficially, to be well-adjusted and settled in his new home. The conversation never got around to discussing his future on a long-term basis, so I decided to leave it at that. I was particularly pleased to be able to assess him in person rather than at a remove.
 
 
Duchy of Aragoni
Marco
 
THE weeks flew by, until one Saturday morning about seven weeks after we’d injected them with the genes, the boys came to the breakfast table in such a state of excitement that they were babbling like crazy.
We finally got them quieted down, and I said, “Okay, guys, what’s up?”
“Papa, we can do it,” Marcus said.
“Do what?”
“Telepathy.”
“Really?” I sent. “Show me.”
“It’s amazing,” he sent back. “I don’t know how to describe it.”
After that I was overwhelmed with a babble of voices in my head, and it took Dani and me a few minutes to restore order.
“Okay,” I said. “Now that you guys have the ability, the first thing you need to practice is control—or in this case self-control.”
“Control?” Giovanni said. “Why?”
“Think about what just happened. You were all sending information at once and nobody understood even a shred of it. More importantly, you’ve got to learn to shield yourselves.”
“What do you mean by that?” Bernardo said.
His question gave us the perfect opening, and Dani and I spent the rest of our time over breakfast showing them how to shield themselves, and more to the point, stressing how important it was. From there we segued into the topic of the ethics of not eavesdropping.
When we were finished with breakfast, Dani said, “There’s one more thing that you guys need to understand.”
“What’s that?” Marcus said.
“Even though your new abilities give you the ability to contact us anytime we’re awake, the same rules about contacting us during working hours still apply.”
“Meaning we don’t contact you guys while you’re at work, right?” Bernardo said.
“That’s it in a nutshell. Marco is busy with patients during the day, and I’m usually concentrating heavily on something important in the lab, so interruptions aren’t welcome, even when they’re from you three. So, just like the telephone, no contact during working hours unless it’s life or death. Understood?”
That prompted a chorus of “Yes, Sirs.”
“Where’s Biaggio this morning, Papa?” Giovanni said.
“He had an early class.”
“Is he going to be a telepath too?”
“All family members in the Duchy have already been injected. I don’t remember the precise date, but I think he was a couple of weeks behind you guys.”
“Cool.”
 
 
AFTER that, the days turned into weeks, the weeks turned into months, and then it was time to take the boys to Eton. Sal had been settled in his new quarters in Windsor for several weeks by that time, and we delivered the boys to their new school, secure in the knowledge that a trusted family member would be nearby at all times. Dani and I finally managed to extricate ourselves from the boys and head for our rental car, mercifully without tears on anyone’s part, although it was obvious that the boys were on the verge toward the end.
“Well, that’s that,” Dani said as he settled into the passenger seat.
“Yeah. It’s almost like the end of an era.”
“Or the beginning of a new one,” he said.
“Whatever do you mean? Oh, the sperm donations.”
“Precisely,” he said. “With two pregnancies underway, we’ve got maybe seven or eight months of freedom from the daily routine of kids.”
“Was it that bad?”
“Of course not,” he said. “You know what I mean.”
“Yeah. In any case, we’re going to be too busy to worry about that for a while. Just think, our first adults-only vacation in a very long time.”
“I’m really looking forward to a few days with Tom and Noah in North Carolina,” he said. “It was nice of them to extend their August break to include the first two weeks in September.”
“And they’re looking forward to having us. They’ve spent so much time in the Duchy staying with us that they’re really beginning to feel bad about never having reciprocated.”
“Yeah.”
“As soon as we meet Sal for lunch in London, we’re headed for the airport and we’ll be on our way.”
“Is it a direct flight?”
“No. As usual, there’ll be a couple of stops. I think we’re landing in Washington to drop a couple of guys off, then on to Asheville.”
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DANI and I managed to keep in intermittent mental contact with the twins as we flew westward from Europe. I was also checking in with Father once in a while, but lost contact with him as we flew over the English Channel. The twins, however, were a different story. When they were in rapport with each other, Dani and I found that we could “talk” to them all the way across the Atlantic.
“It’s information,” Dani sent as we approached the Eastern Seaboard. “But I don’t know what it means.”
“Neither do I at the moment, except for the fact that the twins were born with the ability, so that might make them stronger. For now, let’s just file it away under ‘information gained’ and enjoy our trip.”
“Okay.”
 
 
BECAUSE we’d deplaned long enough to go through customs in DC, there were no official formalities when the Gulfstream landed in Asheville, and Tom and Noah were waiting for us in the general aviation terminal. There were hugs all around while we waited for our luggage to be unloaded.
When we were settled in Tom’s Jaguar, Dani said, “I hope you guys haven’t planned any kind of activities.”
“Yeah, it’ll be good to sit around not doing anything—especially not having a schedule,” I said.
“Not to worry,” Tom said. “We have hectic lives too, so other than my commitment to Sunday services, when I trade places with the organist at All Souls Cathedral in Biltmore Village, Noah and I tend to spend most of our time creatively loafing.”
“On the other hand, you might like to visit the Biltmore House,” Noah said. “It’s well worth the time and trouble, and you could have dinner there in one of the restaurants.”
“I’ve heard about the Biltmore House,” I said. “Always wondered about it, in fact, so why not?”
“How far is it to your place?” Dani said.
“It’s about thirty-five miles from Asheville to Maggie Valley,” Noah said. “We’re actually in the Soco Gap neighborhood which is two or three miles beyond Maggie Valley. It’s interstate most of the way, and four lanes from there to the end of the valley, so it’s a pleasant drive.”
“We’re in your hands,” I said.
“Did you get the boys settled at Eton?” Tom said. “It’s hard to believe they’re already thirteen.”
“Time flies, doesn’t it?” I said. “And yes, we got them settled. Saw them to their building and situated in their rooms, which is a little more civilized than just sending them off on a train or plane and leaving them to their own devices.”
“Are you worried about them being so far from home for the first time?” Noah said.
“Not really,” Dani said. “Plus we have a sort of secret weapon. You remember Sal, Marco’s cousin and occasional bodyguard?”
“Sure, I mean, what gay man wouldn’t remember all those muscles?”
“We bought a little house in Windsor just across the river from Eton, and Sal’s living there now. He took a job with the Aragoni Group in London and will be keeping an eye on the boys all the way through school.”
“However,” I said, “we thought it best that the boys don’t know that their Uncle Sal is nearby.”
“That was a smart thing to do,” Tom said. “Did he mind having to move?”
“No, in fact he was eager to move,” I said. “Sal has a different girlfriend every few weeks or so, and he’d sort of used up all of the available talent in Aragoni over the past several years.”
“So it will work out well for everyone, then,” Tom said.
“Yeah, and we don’t have to worry about security for the kids,” I said.
“Should we tell them the news?” Dani said.
“What news?” Tom said.
“We’ve decided to go the surrogacy route again,” I said.
“We?” Noah said.
“Yeah, both of us,” I said. “By the time the boys come home next summer, they’ll have siblings.”
“That sort of thing wouldn’t fit our lifestyle at all,” Tom said, “but more power to you.”
“Yeah, you guys fly all over the world performing these days,” I said. “That would hardly leave any time for a family.”
“Not exactly all over the world,” Noah said.
“Babe,” Tom said, using an extremely patient tone, “in how many opera houses in how many capitals have you performed during the last two years?”
“Well, if you put it that way,” Noah said.
“I do… I do. Most of my concerts have been in the USA, except for a few trips to Europe, but Noah’s really beginning to get a lot of recognition. The world of opera is somewhat more well-known and a lot more glamorous than the world of ‘organ-grinding’, as one guy put it. Noah, on the other hand, is the new talent du jour in the world of opera right now, and they can’t seem to get enough of him.”
“Enough with the flattery, Dr. Foster, you’re embarrassing me.”
“It’s hardly flattery, Dr. Webster, when it’s true.”
When we arrived in Maggie Valley, Tom looked at the clock on the dashboard and said, “Would you guys like to stop somewhere for lunch or wait until we get to the cabin?”
“We had a huge breakfast on the plane just before we landed in DC,” I said. “So, no rush for food. We’ll leave it up to you guys to decide when to eat.”
“And not a lot of fuss, either,” Dani said. “This week is about unwinding.”
“Works for me,” Tom said.
Maggie Valley was as beautiful as its pictures, despite the many motels and often unattractive touristy-type places that lined the road. We reached the end of the four-lane highway and began to climb up a series of steep curves.
“Almost there,” Noah said. “We turn off the highway just up the road, go down through that little valley, then we start climbing again.”
“The scenery is gorgeous,” Dani said.
“Yeah, we like it,” Tom said.
Tom turned off the highway onto a secondary road that descended sharply to the bottom of the valley before it began to wind among houses, more or less following the banks of a fair-sized stream. A mile or so later, the road began to climb and follow the contours of the mountainside. After a series of grades and sharp curves, we arrived at a concrete driveway that disappeared behind a wrought iron gate. Tom pulled up to a keypad, pressed a few buttons, and the gate opened. Beyond the gate, the driveway followed a narrow defile, switching to gravel as it did, and I could see a small stream running along the side of the driveway between it and the point at which the ground became sharply vertical. The driveway emerged from the defile into a meadow full of wildflowers. The mountains climbed up from the meadow on all sides and the effect was great, creating the impression of a small private preserve. A minute or two later we saw the house with its second-floor wrap-around deck. The view from the deck must be wonderful, facing the meadow as it does, I thought.
“Wow!” Dani said. “That’s spectacular.”
“Isn’t it?” Noah said. “We love it. Wait till you see the waterfall in back. It’s not as big or nearly as noisy as yours, but we love it.”
“I remember you saying that the first time you saw our house,” I said.
Tom pressed a button, the garage door opened, and he pulled inside. “Let us give you a quick tour first,” he said. “Then we’ll come back down here for the bags.”
“You’re the tour guide,” I said.
Our hosts led us up a flight of stairs, which opened into a great room. To our left, a wall of windows provided views of the meadow and mountainsides. I noticed a seating arrangement, along with a piano and organ.
“I see you have a practice studio set up here,” I said.
“Yeah,” Tom said. “We started with that console piano, and a couple of years later, I purchased a used electronic organ. It saves me from having to run back and forth to Asheville a lot to practice when we’re up here. Noah always spends part of his time here in August learning new roles, so even though we’re on vacation, it’s a working vacation at times.
“The first time we came up here for six weeks, I arranged to practice at a church in Waynesville, but I had to agree to give regular thirty-minute concerts in exchange, and it got to be a drag on my time. Having my own organ has been a godsend.”
“Come see the deck,” Noah said.
He led us past a well-equipped galley kitchen and down a short hallway. “Guest rooms, bath, and den downstairs,” he said. He unlocked a door and we stepped out onto a wide deck. Straight ahead of us was the waterfall—a series of cascades, actually—and when we walked to the edge of the deck I saw that the falls ended in a small pool that fed the stream that ran through the meadow.
“This is a perfect setting,” I said.
“We like it,” Noah said. He pointed up. “The balcony above us opens into the master suite.”
I followed the direction of his finger, saw a good-sized balcony, and said, “Cool.”
“You guys want to freshen up before we have a bit of lunch?” Tom said.
“You bet,” Dani said. “Just show us where to put our stuff.”
“We’ll put you in the cleaner of the two guest rooms downstairs,” Noah said. “The other one is regularly used by my brother and his boyfriend, and to put it bluntly, my brother is a bit of a slob. I keep hoping that his boyfriend will housebreak him, but so far, it hasn’t happened.”
“No problem,” I said.
An hour later we were sitting at a table on the deck enjoying a light lunch and catching up on each other’s lives. After we finished our lunch, we walked around the property and were really impressed by the job our hosts had done. Tom showed us where they had added native rhododendron and other plants to fill in gaps in the existing shrubbery.
“In mid to late June, depending on the weather, we have a really colorful show around here,” he said.
From the entrance gate we could see across the road and down into the valley at a distance. That prompted me to observe, “You really won’t have to worry about close neighbors here ever, will you?”
“Not at all,” Tom said. “It’s a sheer drop over there across the road, the mountainsides above the meadow are too steep for houses, and the property line behind the waterfalls ends at a national park.”
“And I’m the one who discovered it,” Noah said proudly.
“So you did, babe, so you did,” Tom said. “We were exploring the road and had just passed the defile when I heard, ‘Stop the car and go back.’ There was no way to turn around, so I backed down the road and pulled into what was then a pair of ruts.”
“We walked up to the meadow, which, based on the cigarette butts, soda cans, and discarded condoms, had once been a sort of lovers’ lane. The good old boy we hired to do the driveway confirmed that when he told us that he used to bring girls up here. We fell in love with the property, and fortunately for us there was an old and somewhat faded ‘For Sale’ sign on the road. The rest, as they say, is history,” Noah said.
“To that, one can only say ‘good job’,” I said.
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TWO mornings later, our hosts took us to Joey’s Pancake House, a local restaurant they said everyone had to experience at least once every time they visited Maggie Valley. The restaurant was near the upper end of the valley, not too far from the cabin. When we arrived, we saw a considerable number of people waiting.
“Don’t worry about the line,” Tom said.
“Yeah, it moves pretty quickly,” Noah said.
They were right; we only waited about twenty minutes. As we walked through the restaurant following the hostess, I saw what the attraction of the place was—piles and piles of food on every plate on every table.
When we were seated, I said, “There’s no way I can pig out that much.”
“We never try to do that,” Noah said. “We just select one of our favorites and savor it.”
“Yeah, I’m fond of the pecan waffles, and Noah always orders the bacon pancakes,” Tom said. “With sides of cheese grits and an order of bacon, of course.”
We studied the menus at length, but in the end, I copied Tom’s order while Dani chose Noah’s favorite. We’d just placed our orders when Noah looked at a point behind our table and said, “Tom, that looks like Quentin and Nate coming our way.”
Noah stood and waved. “Quentin, Nate, over here.”
The hostess led the two new arrivals to our table and quickly agreed to find us a table or booth that would accommodate the six of us. When we were finally standing at our new table, waiting for it to be bussed, Tom said, “Marco and Dani, meet two friends of ours from Jacksonville, Quentin Quasar and Nate Braddock. Quentin, Nate, this is Dr. Marco d’Argenzio and Dr. Danilo Rosati—they’re the guys we’ve told you about who live in the Duchy of Aragoni in the Alps.”
Hands were shaken, we settled at our table, and Tom continued the introductions. “Quentin is a private detective, and Nate teaches at Episcopal High School, but I think he spends a lot of time helping Quentin as well.”
I lost track of the conversation because at that precise moment, I picked up something else. “Nate, remember Tom telling us about these guys? Marco’s father is the Duke of Aragoni.”
I kept as straight a face as I could, tightened my shields, and contacted Dani. “Dani, did you pick up on that?”
“You bet I did. The question is what do we do about it?”
“Let’s wait for them to order, and as soon as everyone is eating, we can go into rapport and make contact. Very cautious contact, making sure that our thoughts are otherwise limited to Etruscan.”
“Sounds like a plan.”
I’d been studying the newcomers’ faces carefully and saw no hint of anything unusual that might indicate they’d “overheard” us, so I began to focus on the conversation at the table. Quentin and Nate were still communicating back and forth mentally, but I tuned them out. I learned that the new arrivals had a cabin a little further up Tom and Noah’s road and had decided quite unexpectedly to take a break and spend some time in the mountains.
“I’d just wrapped up a huge investigation, and I needed to get away for a few days to clear my head,” Quentin was saying.
“And I lucked out with a great substitute teacher, so here we are,” Nate said.
I waited until everyone had been served and were too busy eating for much conversation, then I sent, “Dani. I think now would be a good time for us to go into rapport and have a conversation with these guys.”
“Whenever you’re ready. I’ll follow your lead.”
We meshed into total rapport and strengthened our shields, and then I sent, “Quentin and Nate, did you realize that you guys are broadcasting your thoughts all over the place?”
Both men looked up from their plates with the startled expressions of deer caught in the headlights.
“Who’s that?” Quentin sent.
“Marco and Dani, of course,” I sent. “We need to talk with you guys when Tom and Noah aren’t around. Any ideas?”
“Not right now,” Quentin sent.
“Wait a minute,” Dani sent. “They have to go into Asheville for choir practice tonight, remember, Marco? Maybe we could find a reason to get together with Quentin and Nate then. What about it, guys?”
“That’ll work,” Quentin sent. “Give me a minute.”
He put his fork down, looked at Tom, and said, “So, Tom. What are you and Noah doing to entertain your guests?”
“We’re mostly doing creative loafing,” Tom said. “They have busy schedules back home, as do we. Noah and I have to go over to Biltmore Village this evening for choir practice, and Marco and Dani are going to hang around the cabin and amuse themselves.”
“I’ve got a better idea,” Quentin said. “Why don’t you and Noah drop them off at our place when you leave, and we’ll take them to dinner somewhere nice. Afterward, we can go back to our place for a quiet evening. How about it, guys?” He looked pointedly in our direction.
“Sure,” I said.
“Why not?” Dani said.
“See you guys this evening, then,” I sent. “Dani and I have a million questions, and I imagine you do as well.”
“You’ve got that right,” Quentin sent. “Until this evening.”
We finished our breakfast and went our separate ways after Tom and Noah agreed on a time to deliver us to their friends’ house.
“What now?” I said.
“We need to make a quick run into Waynesville to the grocery store,” Tom said.
“Not a problem,” I said.
“Yeah, that way we’ll get to see a little more of the area,” Dani said.
“It’s a neat little town,” Noah said. “There’s a Main Street that’s still functioning, despite the malls in Asheville and two Walmarts in town.”
“Yeah, but the stores are mostly tourist-oriented these days,” Tom said.
“At least they’ve found a way to survive,” Noah said.
“Touché,” Tom said.
Tom drove us down the length of Main Street before heading for the supermarket, because they were going to be purchasing a few perishables.
“Does this store have a decent wine selection?” I said.
“Not really, but there are a couple of grocery stores in Asheville that do,” Tom said. “Why?”
“I want to buy some as a sort of host gift.”
“There’s no need for that with us,” Tom said.
“Nevertheless—”
“There’s a state-run beverage shop on the road through Maggie Valley,” Noah said. “We can stop there, if you like.”
“No problem,” I said.
From the supermarket, we headed back to Maggie Valley, making a quick stop at the liquor store on the way. It took me only a few minutes to select a few decent bottles of wine to present to our hosts, and then we were on our way.
“You guys didn’t have to do that,” Tom said after I set the half case of wine on the backseat.
“Nobody has to do anything,” I said. “We did it because we chose to do so.”
“And we thank you for it,” Noah said.
We relaxed on the rear deck until after lunch. When everyone started yawning, Tom and Noah retired to the master bedroom for a nap, and we went to the guest room to do the same.
When we were alone in our room, I sent, “It’s early morning at home, but late enough that the twins should be getting ready for school. I’m going to make contact.”
“Why?”
“I need to get word of this development to Father.”
“Yeah.”
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DANI and I linked into rapport, and I reached out for the twins, whom I knew were almost always in contact with each other at some level. “Valerius, are you and your sister there?”
“Sure, Marco. What’s up?”
“Something very important. Is Father there, or has he already gone to his office?”
“He’s waiting for us, because we’re riding to school with him today. Why?”
“That’s good. See if you and Serafina can link up with him so he can hear this conversation. When you listen in, you’ll understand.”
“We’ll try,” Valerius sent.
There was a pause of a few minutes; then I clearly heard Father coming through the link. “What is going on, Marco?”
“Dani and I learned something this morning that has the potential to endanger the family.” I went on to relate as many of the events of the morning as best I could recall.
“I understand, and I agree with your concerns,” he sent. “What can I do to help?”
“We’re having dinner with the other couple this evening, so we’ll probably learn a great deal more. In the meantime, I think we need a full-blown investigation into the background of these guys. In particular, I’d like to know how and when their grandparents died, and at what age. Things like that.”
I gave him all the information I had concerning names and places of residence, and he promised to set the wheels in motion.
“Thank you, Father. If you don’t mind a suggestion, I think the rest of the family needs to be even more on the alert than ever, especially when it comes to shielding themselves at all times.”
“I quite agree. If that is all, it is about time we headed down the mountain.”
“Great. We’ll contact you through the twins this evening, just as soon as we have more information.”
With that, the link went dead and I looked at Dani. “Some vacation this is turning out to be.”
“No shit, Sherlock. Still, this was an important discovery.”
“Meanwhile, here we are in bed together… whatever shall we do about it?”
“Oh, there’s this… and that…. And there’s always this other thing,” he added, demonstrating.
“You talked me into it.”
 
 
AN
HOUR
or so later, when we emerged from the guest room, we found our hosts relaxing on the rear deck. Tom looked up when he heard the door and said, “Hi, guys. Come join us.”
“How about something to drink?” Noah said. “We’ve got iced tea and lemonade.”
“Thanks, but I’m fine for the moment,” I said.
“Me too,” Dani said.
We settled down on chaise lounges adjacent to theirs, and I said, “I don’t remember when I’ve spent this much time doing absolutely nothing.”
“Yeah, it’s been awhile,” Dani said.
“Which is why we like to spend five or six weeks up here every year,” Noah said.
“Yeah, deciding to trade posts annually with the organist from All Souls Cathedral was one of my smartest moves. He gets to spend weeks at the beach, which he loves; Noah and I get to spend weeks in our mountain home, which we love; and both churches continue with good musicians at the helm. It’s a win-win situation all around.”
We sat on the deck for a long time enjoying the company and the ambiance until finally, Tom said, “I’m going upstairs to shower and change for the rehearsal.”
“I’ll be up in a minute,” Noah said.
“I guess we’d better do the same,” I said. “We’re not exactly dressed to go out.”
“I wouldn’t worry about it,” Noah said. “No matter where you go around here it won’t be dressy. Even J. Arthur’s restaurant down in the valley is pretty casual, and that’s probably the closest to fine dining you’ll find in the area, outside of private country clubs, that is. This is a resort area, after all.”
“Point taken,” I said. “We’ll stick with casual/nice.”
“There you go,” he said.
“Coming, Dani?” I said, extending my hand.
“Right behind you.”
 
 
WHEN Tom exited the property that evening, he turned the Jag left and headed up the mountain. The road changed from asphalt to gravel after a hundred yards or so, and we negotiated a few switchbacks and uphill grades. Eventually he said, “Here we are,” and he turned left onto a concrete driveway that climbed up rather steeply between a stand of trees.
When we emerged from the trees, we saw a small meadow with a nice-looking cabin situated on the mountainside above it. The driveway followed the contour of the land up a fairly steep incline along one side of the meadow and eventually ended at a parking pad. Quentin and Nate must have been watching for the car, because the garage door began to open and when it was most of the way up, they emerged to greet the new arrivals.
As we exited the Jag, Quentin said, “Ready to go?”
“You bet,” I said.
“We’ll get them back to your place, Tom,” Quentin said.
“Or better yet, you can stop by here for a nightcap,” Nate said.
“The latter sounds good,” Tom said. “See you guys later.” The Jag made a quick turn and headed down the driveway.
“Glad you guys could come over,” Quentin said.
“I hope you brought appetites,” Nate said. “We’re going to a great little restaurant in Waynesville.”
“Sounds good,” I said.
“As you might imagine, we’re a little cautious about this,” Quentin said. “We thought a nice dinner and a bottle of wine might create the right atmosphere for sharing information.”
“Makes sense,” I said. “We’re ready when you are.”
“That’s your cue to back the car out, Nate,” Quentin said.
Nate backed a fairly new-looking Ford Edge out of the garage, and we got into the backseat while the garage door was still closing.
“I like the location of your house,” I said. “It’s very private up here.”
“Yeah,” Quentin said. “Not quite as open as Tom and Noah’s place, and very private. I give Nate full marks for spotting the potential of this parcel.”
“How long have you guys been together?” Dani said.
“A few years,” Quentin said. “You?”
“Marco and I met when I was eighteen and he was twenty,” Dani said. “We’ll be celebrating a twenty-fifth anniversary in a year or so.”
“Wow!” Nate said. “That’s a long time to be with one person. A very long time.”
“It seems only yesterday,” I said.
“That was the right thing to say,” Dani said.
The conversation ebbed and flowed as we headed toward Waynesville, and Nate pulled into a parking lot adjacent to a restaurant called The Sweet Onion.
“I assume this is the place,” I said.
“Yep,” Nate said. “Great food and atmosphere. We love it.”
“The french onion soup is out of this world,” Quentin said. “And everything on the menu is pretty darn good.”
Over a great meal we began to get quite comfortable with our hosts, and when a second bottle of wine was ordered, we started to exchange more and more personal information. Dani and I had prepared our story carefully, and the other guys seemed to accept it at face value.
“You mean that you and Marco were together that long before you revealed what you can do?” Nate said, somewhat incredulously.
“Yeah,” Dani said. “It turns out we’d both kept that part of ourselves bottled up so tightly that it just didn’t want to come out.”
“Until we finally came to the realization that we were the real thing and there was no need to hold anything back,” Marco said.
“And in all that time you’ve never encountered anybody else with this ability?” Quentin said.
“Not until this morning,” I said. “How about you guys?”
“I told you how I rescued Nate from kidnappers after I heard his mental cry for help, right?”
“Yes,” I said.
“It was months later, maybe longer, I don’t remember for sure. Anyway, I was on a case in Savannah and Nate was back home in Jacksonville. We’d been playing at getting together in the evening and visualizing having sex with each other.”
“Been there, done that,” Dani said.
“Yeah, well, one evening we’d gone at it pretty hot and heavy, and I don’t remember exactly what we’d just done, but one of us said, ‘Did you get that?’ Then another voice broke into the conversation, and a stranger said, ‘So did every telepath in three states.’”
I asked him how many telepaths there were in three states, and he said, “More than you think, and not all of them are friendly.”
“Wow!” I said. “That must have given you pause.”
“Damn right it did. Anyway, it turned out that he was in a motel on I-95 just outside Savannah, so I met him for breakfast the next morning and he showed me how to shield myself. He warned me that other telepaths in the world might see Nate and me as a danger to themselves.”
“Really?” I said. “What did he mean by that?”
“He was kind of vague, but mentioned that he’d met and kept in infrequent contact with a few telepaths over the years—I forgot to mention that he was at least fifty—but most of them had eventually disappeared, mostly under mysterious circumstances. He feared foul play, but didn’t elaborate. So Nate and I started being very cautious.”
“Until this morning,” I said.
“Yeah, until this morning.”
“This whole thing is kind of scary, isn’t it?” Nate said.
“That’s for sure,” I said.
“So what do we do now?” Quentin said.
“We get on with our lives; we continue to be extremely careful with our shielding; and we take things one day at a time,” I said.
“When you’ve survived a couple of assassination attempts, stuff like this pales by comparison,” Dani said.
“Assassination attempts! Seriously?” Quentin said.
“Oh yeah,” I said, and I went on to relate the tale of the crooked manager from the Conti Group and the subsequent bombing of the Learjet.
“And that wasn’t the end of it,” Dani said. “A year or so later, the guy escaped from prison with the help of his criminal friends and managed to toss a bomb under the van Marco and I were riding in.”
“I survived more or less intact,” Marco said. “One of my people was shot in the shoulder, and Dani lost a kidney as a result of the accident.”
“Wow!” Nate said. “You guys have led an exciting life. So what happened after that?”
“I had a kidney transplant,” Dani said. “I’m pretty much okay these days.”
“What’s it like living with the son of the ruler of a country, Dani?” Nate said.
“Except for the level of security around us, no different from living with anyone else, I suspect. Marco spent a third of the first thirty years of his life learning to be a doctor—it’s all he’s ever wanted to do. And he positively detests the bowing and scraping that occurs every time we visit Conti and the locals tug their forelocks when il Conte di Conti enters the town.”
“Do they really?” Nate said. “Tug their forelocks, I mean?”
“Actually, I’m exaggerating, but only a little,” Dani said.
“But Marco will be the Duke one day, right?” Nate said.
“Unfortunately,” I said.
“Why unfortunately?” Quentin said.
“Endless council meetings, state dinners, shaking hands with dignitaries; most of whom you wouldn’t want to know, let alone have to schmooze,” I said. “And that’s just for openers.”
“Marco and I are really very private guys,” Dani said. “We’re not exactly looking forward to the day that il Duca steps down.”
“Father remarried a few years ago and has a nine-year-old son,” I said. “Maybe I can abdicate in his favor. Who knows?”
The ringing of my cell phone took me by surprise, and I looked at the display, flipped open the phone, and said, “Hi, Tom. What’s up? … We’re still at the restaurant, lingering over wine. … Thanks, we’ll be there. ’Bye.”
“Choir practice was over a bit early and they’re on the road home,” I said.
“It’ll take them thirty minutes to get to Waynesville,” Quentin said. “We’ve got time to polish off this bottle. Well, some of us have. It’s time to cut our designated driver off.”
“I haven’t had that much wine,” Nate said. “And I had a huge meal.”
“Nevertheless—” Quentin said.
Nate opened his mouth to object, but Quentin stopped him. “If we’re going to argue, we need to take it elsewhere—let’s go wash our hands.” Without waiting for a reply, he grabbed Nate’s hand and dragged him away from the table.
“Oh, good,” Dani said. “A perfect opportunity.”
“What—?”
“Just watch the direction they went and let me know when you see them coming back.”
“What—?”
“Just do it, Conte Marco.”
That shut me up. Even the kids knew that Dani only called me “Conte Marco” when he was annoyed with me. So I sat, keeping one eye on the hallway and the other on Dani. He fished Q-tips and a pair of small plastic bags from his pockets and carefully swabbed the rims of our hosts’ wine glasses and water glasses.
“All done,” he said as he tucked the last plastic bag into a pocket. “I wasn’t sure I’d have an opportunity to do this, but—”
“Sometimes you amaze me, Dani. Really amaze me. Did you have a plan B had they not left the table?”
“You bet. I was gonna wait until we were heading for the car and make an excuse to go back inside. At this time of night, they probably wouldn’t be in a rush to bus the table and make it ready for more diners.”
“At the risk of sounding repetitious—”
“Yeah, amazing. Well, you can show me amazing when we’re back in Tom and Noah’s guest room.”
“Count on it. Shh, here they come.”
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WE
WERE
sitting on the deck of Quentin and Nate’s cabin when Tom’s Jaguar came up the drive and stopped at the parking pad. As soon as we heard the car doors open and close, Nate called out, “We’re up on the deck, guys. Come join us for a nightcap.”
“You talked us into it,” Tom said, his voice carrying up the stairs.
Tom and Noah accepted glasses of port, and Marco and I accepted refills.
“To a pleasant evening,” Marco said, holding his glass up as he offered a toast.
We sat, sipping and visiting, until everyone began to yawn. Then we thanked our hosts for a great evening and they thanked us for dinner. There’d been a brief pissing contest between Quentin and Marco over the check, which Marco had won. We’d already exchanged contact information with Quentin and Nate and promised to keep in touch, so we followed Tom and Noah down to the car.
“Sounds like you guys had a good time this evening,” Tom said as he pointed the Jag down the mountain.
“Yes we did, and The Sweet Onion was really great,” Marco said.
“I was kind of shocked to find such a nice eatery in a small place like Waynesville,” I said.
“These small towns can surprise you,” Tom said. “However, in this case, tourists are probably a huge factor in its success.”
“No doubt,” Marco said.
I stifled a yawn. “I can’t wait to hit that bed.”
“Half a bottle of wine and a couple of glasses of Port and you’re all done in,” Marco said. “Where’s your stamina?”
“Very funny,” I said. “Actually my stamina is in the same place as yours—you were yawning too.”
“Yeah, I guess I was.”
“Practice must have gone well, Tom,” Marco said. “You got back a little earlier than planned.”
“What can I say; they’re a well-trained group, just like my choir in Jacksonville.”
We said good night to Tom and Noah the minute we were out of the car and headed for our room. I made it to the bed before Marco, settled back on the pillows, and said, “I’m waiting to be amazed.”
“I think we need to make contact with Father first and let him know what we learned this evening—it won’t take that long. After that, you’ll have my undivided attention.”
It didn’t take long for us to contact the twins, and through them the Duke. Nor did it take very long for Marco to relate what we’d learned.
“What do you and Dani think about this couple?” the Duke sent.
“My impression is that they’re just what they seem to be,” Marco sent. “A couple of telepaths who got lucky and found each other.”
“I agree,” I sent.
“The most important thing we learned tonight was the fact that there are other telepaths in the world, and they’re not all friendly,” Marco sent. “I tend to take that literally and very seriously.”
“As do we all,” the Duke sent. “The family will be advised accordingly. Dani, when will you know whether or not you got any usable DNA? And by the way, that was extremely clever of you to gather it.”
“Thank you, Sir. I’ll put the swabs in a FedEx overnight envelope to my assistant tomorrow, and the results will be waiting for me when we get home Sunday.”
“Very good. If there is nothing else, enjoy what is left of your vacation.”
“Thank you, Father.”
“Thank you, Sir.”
“Now,” I said. “Let’s see amazing.”
“You talked me into it.”
We slept late the next morning and didn’t join our hosts for breakfast on the deck until after nine. We’d probably have stayed in bed longer, but we heard sounds coming from the kitchen and decided to join the world.
“Anything special you guys would like to do today?” Tom said after taking a sip of coffee.
“I don’t have anything special in mind,” I said, pausing as if in thought. “By the way, is there a FedEx drop box in the valley?”
“I think there might be one in front of the post office,” Tom said.
“Good, because I’ve got an overnight envelope I need to send to my assistant,” I said. “I wrote some stuff out on a pad for him to do. He’s kind of careless about checking his e-mail, so I want it to be in his hands and in writing.”
“If he does that, why do you put up with him?” Marco said.
“Because as far as I can tell, that’s his only shortcoming, and his many positive attributes more than offset one idiosyncrasy.”
 
 
WE
VISITED
the Biltmore House Saturday afternoon and had an early dinner in the Stable Café, which was located in what had been the stables for the house. Our table was actually in a former horse stall. It was really quaint and the food was great. On Sunday we accompanied our hosts to Sunday services in All Souls Cathedral and after lunch they drove us to the airport and our waiting plane.
Our parting words were, “See you when you perform in Aragoni next year.”
“Count on it,” they said simultaneously.
Once we were in the air, we changed out of our Sunday suits, opting for more casual clothing, and then, as was our custom, we slept most of the way across the pond. We were met in Aragoni by Marco’s new bodyguard/driver, a cousin from central Italy who had taken Sal’s place, and who delivered us to our house on the mountain quickly and efficiently.
“It’s always good to be home again, isn’t it?” I said as I emptied my suitcase and sorted clothes.
“Yeah, and you know what we need to do just as soon as we can?”
“What’s that?” I said.
“Contact the boys and make sure they understand the dangers of not shielding themselves.”
“Oh! I hadn’t thought about that.”
“Well, now that you have, I trust we’re in agreement.”
“No argument.”
“And tomorrow our daily routine begins once again.”
“Yeah, feels good, doesn’t it?”
We had no problem establishing contact with the boys, given that we’d arranged to do so weekly at a predetermined time. They spent a great deal of time excitedly telling us about their adventures at Eton thus far, before we got them calmed down for a serious discussion. Afterward, Marco and I conducted a brief postmortem examination of the conversation and concluded that we’d probably gotten the point across.
 
 
Duchy of Aragoni
Marco
 
DANI and I went to work earlier than usual Monday morning, knowing that we’d both have a considerable backlog of paperwork. He called me about twenty minutes before my first patient was due to arrive.
“What’s up?” I said.
“DNA results from Waynesville.”
“Okay, what?”
“I was able to get good DNA samples on both guys, and neither of them have any of our genes. In fact, each of them has totally different genes.”
“In laymen’s terms, what does that mean?”
“The word ‘mutation’ comes to mind.”
“Makes sense,” I said. “Send Father a report and copy me.”
“On it. Got to go.”
“Yeah, me too. ’Bye.”
A few minutes later I was confronted with a steady stream of people with real and/or imaginary ailments, so I put the DNA thing aside and knuckled down to deal with the problems at hand. A few days later, when I arrived at the weekly council meeting, I found that telepathy was the first item under “new business.” I was called upon to relate the story of meeting Quentin and Nate, after which one of my cousins read the report from investigators in America.
“Quentin Q. Quasar and Nathan Braddock Jr. are what they seem to be. Mr. Quasar has been a licensed private investigator for a number of years and is generally held in high regard among law enforcement officials in his city. Parents still living, grandparents deceased of natural causes. He was unhappy with his birth surname, ‘Quattlebaum’, and had it legally changed when he came of age. Braddock’s father is deceased, as are his paternal grandparents, again of natural causes. Maternal grandparents live in retirement in Tennessee and are elderly.”
Father said, “Marco, would you like to summarize Dr. Rosati’s scientific findings for us?”
“Certainly,” I said. “Dani managed to obtain viable DNA from the two men’s water and wine glasses when we had dinner with them, and test results show no connection with any of our genes.”
“Do you and Dr. Rosati have an opinion based on the science involved?” Father said.
“Our feeling is that our family and Maria’s family represent the next step in evolution, just as you have always suspected. The two men we met are the result of some sort of mutation. As you know, mutations pop up everywhere in nature. The important thing for us to remember is that they seldom breed true.”
“So we’re not looking for another related group of telepaths?”
“No, Sir, I think that is very unlikely. And Dr. Rosati and I tend to take what the two men have learned about other telepaths at face value: there are other telepaths out there, and they’re not all friendly.”
“Thank you, Marco. Questions?”
Questions flew for a while, but the final advice from Father to all family members was to continue to use caution and maintain shields at all times.
One of my brothers finally changed the subject and brought up a new one: the idea that we ought to seriously consider excluding nonfamily members from residence in the Duchy.
“We have discussed that many times over the years,” Father said. “And you may be correct in saying that the time has come, perhaps much sooner than we previously thought necessary.”
“I should think so,” I said. “The more we learn, the more we realize the world is perhaps a more dangerous place for our family than previously believed.”
“That topic will be the first item on the agenda next week,” Father said.
And with that, the meeting ended.
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SERGIO was as excited as he could ever remember being. Christmas was just around the corner, and more importantly, his friends Val and Sera were going to spend a part of it with him. He had only dim memories of Christmas as a young child, and the majority of the places he’d been housed in over the years had possessed neither the time nor the inclination to spread much Christmas cheer among the patients, which was why he was eagerly awaiting Val and Sera’s arrival.
“Sergio, are you ready?” Val sent.
“Yes, I am.”
“Good, because we’re leaving the hotel right now. Dress warmly, because Mama is going to take us shopping and you’re going with us.”
“I am?”
“You bet. You don’t have a lot of clothes and you’re outgrowing what you have, so she’s going to pick out some things for you.”
When they arrived to pick him up, Sergio was sitting in the lobby admiring the Christmas tree and decorations. Val and Sera came into the room, followed by a woman and an older man.
“Hi, Sergio,” Val and Sera said simultaneously.
“Hi. I’m so glad to see you,” he said.
The twins introduced him to their mother and the man, who turned out to be a bodyguard, then they went outside to the waiting car. He’d never seen a limousine other than on television, and he was amazed by its size and luxury. By the time he was driven back to his quarters, laden down with packages, his brain was on overload. He’d done so many things he’d never done before: eaten in a restaurant; shopped in a store; walked down the street with a crowd of people. He thanked the twins and their mother profusely and settled down in his room in a state of euphoria.
The next day was even better than the first, because the twins’ mother took them to a place where they could ice skate. Val and Sera were very good at it and did their best to help him learn.
“I’ve never had so much fun,” he said afterward.
“When you finish your education, maybe you can come and live in Aragoni,” Val said.
“Yeah, we get to do this a lot every winter,” Sera said.
“Have you learned to ski?” Sergio said.
“Not yet,” Val said. “Papa says it’s a little too dangerous and wants us to be older before we try that.”
 
 
London, UK
Marco
 
WE’D given the boys two options for Christmas: fly home for their break or we would spend it in the UK with them. They’d chosen the latter, so we took a suite at the Dorchester, then journeyed by train to Eton to pick up the triplets. We quickly learned that they’d already become totally obsessed with and steeped in all things Eton and Brit, and their enthusiasm for every new experience was contagious. We spent two or three days doing the usual tourist stuff, all of which was new to the boys: Tower of London, St. Paul’s Cathedral, Westminster Abbey, etcetera. They especially enjoyed the British Museum.
We also saw a couple of plays in London and attended one performance at Covent Garden. Dani and I had feared that they wouldn’t enjoy taking high tea at the Dorchester, but we soon learned that they were hooked on afternoon tea as well.
“They’re turning into a bunch of proper little Brits,” he said when we were alone.
“Yeah, so it seems. They’ll get over it eventually.”
“And if they don’t?” he said.
“Would that be a bad thing? There are worse customs with which they could just as easily have become infected.”
“No shit!”
During our final dinner together in London, we told the boys that they had siblings on the way.
“How many?” Giovanni said.
“What kind?” Bernardo asked.
“What kind?” Marcus parroted. “They’ll be human beings, what do you think?”
“I meant boys or girls, doofus,” Bernardo said.
“Then why didn’t you say so?” Marcus said, not willing to let it go.
“Enough!” I said. “To answer your questions, all we know is that there will be more than one, but we have no idea what sex.”
“I thought there were ways to find that out, Papa?” Giovanni said.
“And so there are, but Dani and I decided that we wanted to be surprised.”
“Who’s going to take care of them?” Marcus said.
“We’ve found a cousin from Sicily to be their nanny,” Dani said. “Just like we did when you guys were little. Her name is Marta, and she’ll be attending the university part time, just like your nanny did.”
“Cool,” they chorused.
We escorted them back to their quarters at Eton on the last day of the break and left, feeling much better about their adaptation to life at a boarding school. Needless to say, we seldom wasted an opportunity to impress on them the fact that it was a dangerous world out there, especially in light of what we’d learned in North Carolina.
For our return to Aragoni, we indulged ourselves in the Chunnel train to Paris, where we stopped to visit Joel and Claire for a couple of days.
When they met us at the Gare du Nord, the first words out of Joel’s mouth were, “We have news.”
“News?” I said.
“Yeah. I’m going to be stationed in London later this year.”
“I take it that’s a step up. Good for you,” I said.
“Definitely a step up. Getting away from all these Frenchmen will just be icing on the cake.”
“Congratulations, then.”
From Paris we took the overnight train to Aragoni and were ready to go to work on the Monday following our return.
 
 
Duchy of Aragoni
Sergio
 
ONCE again, Sergio was excited. This time it was because he was going to visit the twins at their home and he was really looking forward to it. When he asked them where they lived, their reply had amazed him.
“During the winter we live in il Castello,” Val said.
“You really live in a castle? Wow!”
“It’s not really a castle,” Sera said. “There is an old castle, but we live in a group of buildings behind it. The complex is referred to as il Castello.”
“Oh. Wait a minute, you said during the winter. Where else do you live?
“As soon as the first thaw comes, we move up into the mountains where Papa built Mama a new house for a wedding present,” Sera said. “It’s really high up in the mountains and you can see a long way from the deck.”
“Cool. Am I going to stay in your house?”
“We don’t have enough room,” Sera said. “Remember, we’ve got three brothers, so the house is full. However, there’s an apartment in the building where Papa lets visiting dignitaries stay, so you’ll have your own private quarters. And there will be a security man to drive you around when we can’t be with you.”
“Thank you.”
The days he spent in Aragoni opened his eyes to a lot of things, eventually prompting him to tell his friends that he’d love to live there when he’d finished his education. The twins’ brother Marco and his friend Dani took them to a restaurant one evening, and he had a good time. Just before they left the restaurant he received a message.
“Sergio, this is Dr. d’Argenzio.”
“Hello.”
“When Dani and I were in America a few months ago, we learned that there are some really bad people in the world. People who don’t like people like us and probably want to hurt us.”
“Really?”
“Yes. We accidentally met another couple, both of whom are telepaths, and they told us about meeting another man like them. This man warned them that not all telepaths are friendly.”
“So what should I do about that?”
“Keep your shields up all the time, and be very wary if you receive any messages from someone you don’t know.”
“I can do that.”
“Good, because you’ve got a great future ahead of you, and none of us want to see you come to any harm.”
“Thank you.”
Sergio was so touched by the obvious concern in the mental voice he was hearing that it made him want to cry. Dr. d’Argenzio seemed to understand how he felt because he gave Sergio a quick hug and a pat on the back before they left the restaurant.
 
 
Duchy of Aragoni
Marco
 
AT
THE
next council meeting, I learned that the hypnotist had been through two or three sessions with Sergio and was satisfied that he was everything he seemed to be. He’d been particularly instructed to look for reservations and fears on the part of our patient, and had been unable to find any areas of concern.
“That’s very good news,” I said after the report had been read.
“Yes, it is,” Father said, “but I sense a hesitancy there.”
“I’m very glad to know that an extremely powerful posthypnotic suggestion has been given to him, so that he won’t be able to reveal anything of substance about either himself or us,” I said. “However, I tend to err on the side of caution with things like this. Sergio has been experiencing more freedom over the past few months than he has in his entire life to date. I have to wonder if it won’t make him want more and want it more quickly than he’s able to handle.”
“He is in a fairly well-controlled environment in Geneva,” Father said.
“If I knew for certain that he’d uncover no secrets, I’d feel better if he were in the Duchy at this point,” I said. “Do we know what progress local family members are making with the ‘thinking in Etruscan’ project?”
“Not at the moment, but I will find out,” Father said.




Chapter 29

 
 
Conti, Italy
Marco
 
DANI and I had skipped several of our monthly visits to Conti and it was time to get back into our schedule, so we flew down early one Saturday morning. Dani settled down for a long soak in a warm tub in our quarters in il Castello di Conti while Luciano and I were in the office wing of the castle catching up on the varied business affairs of the Conti Group.
“I’ve badly neglected you these past few months, Luciano, and I apologize for that,” I said.
“Not to worry, Marco, this group is functioning like a well-oiled machine.”
“Mostly due to your expertise,” I said. “Maybe it’s time to adjust your compensation upward again.”
“I hate to have to give even more money to the tax guys.”
“Yeah, but if we don’t pay you more, they’ll take it from the group profits anyway.”
“Point taken. Speaking of increased compensation, there’s no reason why you shouldn’t start pulling out more of the profits. You’ve always been more than conservative in that respect, but we have sufficient reserves to outlast any problem these days. In addition to that, you ought to start collecting the allowance your grandmother was receiving as well.”
“I can handle that. At least once I get the funds into il Banco d’Aragoni there won’t be any more taxes on the earnings.”
“I’m still amazed at how the Duchy functions with no taxes,” he said.
“Several answers,” I said. “The Duchy owns and operates two hydropower plants and all other public utilities in the Duchy. All of the above are profitable enough to run our little country.”
“More power to you,” he said. “Have you studied my latest proposal for expansion of production?”
The Conti Group had widespread interests in grape, wine, and olive oil production, among other things, and Luciano had turned a somewhat casually run organization into an extremely profitable enterprise.
“Yes, I have, and I like it. Run it by me again briefly, and I think it’ll be a go.”
The meeting went quickly and smoothly, as had all of our meetings ever since I’d hired him to run things shortly after inheriting the title. When we’d wrapped things up, I invited him to join Dani and me in the village for lunch.
“Thank you, Marco, but I’ll have to pass. I sort of have a date.”
“Sort of? Oops, never mind. It’s none of my business.”
“There’s a lady in town who insists on cooking for me from time to time.”
“Good for you, Luciano. Go for it.”
I said good-bye and headed for the apartment, where I found Dani finally ready to stop soaking and hose himself down in the shower. Naturally, I joined him in the shower, and… thirty minutes later we were finally seated in the restaurant inside Signore Burato’s hotel. It was much too cool to sit outside.
The proprietor, as usual, greeted us warmly and asked about the boys.
“We spent Christmas with them in the UK and they’re turning into proper little Brits,” I said.
“There’s nothing wrong with a good British education,” he said.
“I agree. What do you have that’s especially good today?”
That set him off, and it wasn’t long before we were dining on his wonderful food. After our lunch, we strolled around the town for a while, greeting people and talking to them.
“I think you’ve finally gotten comfortable at playing ‘Lord of the Manor’,” Dani sent.
“Hardly that. Let’s just say that I treat it as a necessary evil, and I’ve more or less gotten used to it.”
“Whatever rationale works for you at the moment. At least we don’t have to run down to Siena once a month.”
“Yes, there is that, and thank goodness for the free time. Much as I enjoyed our visits with la Contessa, it was getting to be a grind.”
We headed back to the castle, changed clothes, packed, and Giuseppe drove us to the airport in time to catch our flight.
“Are you enjoying having a kitchen of your own, Giuseppe?” I said.
“Very much. Thank you, Marco.”
“Good. Luciano told me that he’ll be closing the kitchen in the castle at the end of this quarter.”
“Yes. He’s made arrangements for the staff to prepare their own meals in one corner of the kitchen.”
“I know, and it’s going to save us a bundle. Has there been any grumbling among the staff concerning that?”
“Not that I know of, Marco. I think they realize why it was necessary—that kitchen had a huge payroll and was down to serving less than a dozen meals a day. I miss seeing the boys when you’re here.”
“They’ll be joining us this summer, but right now they’re getting the best education they can,” Marco said.
“Good for them.”
At the private field, a World War II fighter base that the Germans had started constructing just before the allies drove them from Italy, after which the Americans completed the project, we bade Giuseppe good-bye and climbed aboard the waiting jet. A minute before we deplaned in Aragoni, Dani looked at me and said one word.
“Soak?”
“That tub in the castle wasn’t enough?”
“Marco! You can’t compare a tub full of warm water with a Roman bathhouse.”
“Touché. Let’s go.”
Our driver was waiting, and we directed him down the mountain toward the baths. Each of us kept a small wardrobe in il Castello di Conti, so we were carrying only a briefcase and a bag containing my laptop.
 
 
Geneva, Switzerland
Sergio
 
SERGIO was looking forward to a short visit from his friends Val and Sera. So much had happened in the past year—all of it new and exciting—that he spent most days wound up tightly with excitement. The memories of his former existence in a mostly drugged state in various hospitals were slowly fading away. His friends had contacted him as they were leaving the airplane, and he was sitting in the waiting area watching for their arrival.
“Val, Sera,” he said the minute they walked through the door. “It’s so good to see you again.”
“Hi, Sergio,” the twins chorused. “We’re glad to be here too.”
“We can’t stay very long though,” Sera said. “Mama wants to take us to a clothing store she discovered on our last trip.”
“But we can still keep in touch while we’re doing that,” Val said.
“Yeah, isn’t it great to be able to do that?” he said. “And guess what?”
“What?” Val said.
“I’ve got a new friend.”
“A new friend?” Val said. “Where? Here in the facility?”
“No, she contacted me mentally,” he sent.
“Whoa!” Val sent. “That might not be such a good thing. Remember what our brother Marco told you about strangers?”
“But she’s just a girl.”
“How do you know that?”
“She told me that she was.”
“Sergio, have you told her anything about yourself or any of us?” Sera sent.
“I’ve tried to talk about myself, but somehow I just can’t seem to make the words come out.”
“Val, we need to contact Papa right now,” Sera sent. “This could be serious.”
The twins sat quietly for a minute, and Sergio finally figured out that they were talking to someone, probably their father. Then their driver came into the room and sat with them. He was carrying a paperback book in one hand.
“What’s up, Angelo?” Val said.
“Your father wants me to stay with you until someone else gets here.”
“Who, and when?” Sera said.
“Modesto is here in Geneva on business and will be with us in less than twenty minutes. He’ll take charge then.”
“What’s going on?” Sergio said.
“When the Duke sees a potential danger to a member of his family, he takes it very seriously,” Angelo said.
“Does he really think I’m in danger?”
“There’s no way to know for certain, so it is best to be very careful. You guys go ahead and talk; don’t mind me.” Angelo pointedly opened his book and sat quietly reading.
Sergio and the twins eventually went to his quarters, with Angelo in tow, and they spent the next thirty minutes happily visiting until Modesto arrived. Sergio was well acquainted with Val and Sera’s cousin Modesto and liked him well enough. Modesto questioned him for quite a while about his new friend, and after that things began to move too quickly for Sergio to understand what was really happening until it was all over.




Chapter 30

 
 
Duchy of Aragoni
Dani
 
TWO weeks after Marco and I returned to the Duchy from Conti, the Duke summoned us to a family meeting in his official residence. The usual family members were there and greeted us warmly when we arrived. As soon as Marco and I had been handed glasses of wine, the Duke began the meeting.
“I have called all of you here this evening to report a potentially serious incident with our new family member in Geneva,” the Duke said. “You handled the affair, Modesto, so I will leave it to you to elaborate.”
“The twins visited Sergio two or three weeks ago,” Modesto said. “Almost the first thing he told them after their arrival was the fact that he had a new ‘friend’ named Victoria, who was talking to him mind to mind. It appears that the posthypnotic suggestions are working, because he reported that he hadn’t been able to tell her anything, even though he’d tried to do so.
“To make a long story short, the twins contacted Father, and because Sergio is my project and I was already in Geneva on business, he sent me to take charge of the situation. I instructed Sergio to arrange to meet her in a very public restaurant a few days later and had a team in place watching them. We followed her from the restaurant and managed to learn a great deal about her in the process, including the fact that she’s made a good living using her mental abilities to prey on gullible men. She’s also wanted in France and Italy on suspicion of fraud, extortion, and murder—and therein lay the solution to the problem.”
Modesto paused for a long minute or three, and Father said, “Please continue.”
“If we’d simply arranged for her to be captured by the authorities in either country, we feared that she was uniquely equipped to manipulate her ultimate jailers and possibly escape. That was option one.”
“And option two?” Father said.
“We could bring her back here to the Duchy under arrest, where we have people equipped to deal with telepaths.”
“Does anyone have a problem with that?” Father said, looking pointedly at Angelina and Maria.
Angelina fully understood the look he sent them and said, “Marcus, when it comes to safeguarding this family in general and my children in particular, I would have no problem if you locked her up forever and threw away the key, even if she wasn’t already a wanted criminal.”
“Like yourself, Duke, I’ve looked out for my family for a very long time,” Maria said. “The safety of the family is paramount and that trumps any other consideration.”
“So you opted for option two, correct, Modesto?” Father said.
“Yes, Sir. Two members of the carabinieri from Italy served a warrant on her and put her on a train from Geneva to Italy. Those two policemen were, of course, family members, and she was taken from the train when it passed through the Duchy. She is being interrogated under hypnosis, and the list of her crimes is even longer than we at first thought.”
“I’d like to have a blood sample from her,” Dani said.
“I should have thought of that,” Modesto said. “I’ll make sure that you have it tomorrow.”
“Weren’t you worried about Sergio slipping away from your team?” Marco said.
“Not unless he was barefoot and wearing only his underwear,” Modesto said.
“What— Oh, tracking chips in his clothing and shoes, right?” Marco said.
“Angelina took him shopping with the twins not too long ago, and all of his new clothing has chips imbedded, or at least his outerwear does. While they were away from the facility, his existing wardrobe was similarly outfitted,” Modesto said.
“Given the thoroughness with which we do things around here, I should have known,” Marco said. “In any case, this whole business of telepathy means the family will need a new paradigm for dealing with the world at large.”
“I agree,” Father said. “You seem to have given it some thought. Care to elaborate?”
“For one thing, I think it places us in greater danger,” Marco said.
“How so?” Modesto said.
“If we represent the next evolutionary step of mankind, and I’m firmly convinced that we do, then we’re at even greater risk should some portion of the rest of the world discover too much about us. If you have a reasonably active imagination, you can think of any number of possible scenarios—none of them good.”
“So we need greater security and even more secrecy than before, correct?” Modesto said.
“That’s an oversimplification, but yes,” Marco said. “The larger the family becomes, the higher our visibility, and with visibility comes risk.”
“Just so,” the Duke said. “That is why the council will be doing even more long-range planning than ever. But that is for some future council meeting. I think that we have, for the moment, talked the subject to death.”
 
 
Geneva, Switzerland
Sergio
 
SERGIO hadn’t meant to cause problems by talking to his new friend, and he was upset when he learned about all the things that she had done.
“You mean she’s killed people?” he said.
“She’s suspected of meeting several men both in Italy and France,” Modesto said. “You’ve watched stories on television. She deceives the men and moves in with them, then she uses her ability to learn where their money is and she steals it. If they discover what she’s up to, she kills them. There is enough proof from several cases in both countries that if she ever went to trial she’d be in jail for the rest of her life.”
“Wow!” Sergio said. “What are you going to do about it?”
“Have her arrested, of course. That way she won’t be able to hurt anybody else—ever again.”
“Okay,” Sergio said.
“You need to shield yourself against her, Sergio. When the police pick her up, she’ll probably reach out to you and it might scare you.”
“I can do that,” Sergio said.
“Good. Do I have to remind you to be more careful in the future about talking to strange telepaths?”
“No, Sir.”
“Good boy.”
Sergio decided then and there that he would always shield himself carefully. It wasn’t lost on him that his new life was 1000 percent better in every way possible, and he was determined not to do anything to change that happy state of affairs.




Chapter 31

 
 
Duchy of Aragoni
Marco
 
ONE morning a few days after the first thaw, I received an early morning telephone call from the fertility clinic the council had established to handle family matters. When I’d hung up the telephone, Dani looked a question at me.
“We have twins, a son and a daughter,” I said. “A daughter! Holy shit. What are we going to do with a girl child in a house full of boys?”
“Learn to deal with it and survive,” Dani said. “When can we go see them?”
“Anytime after ten.”
“I’m glad we decided to add four additional rooms to our new apartment in the castle before it was too late to make any changes in the plans.”
“Yeah, we’re going to need them,” I said. “It won’t be difficult to expand our house on the mountain, either.”
“When? That is, do you have a time frame in mind?”
“I’d like to have it finished before the boys’ summer break.”
“So they can spend the summer at home in familiar surroundings?” Dani said.
“Well, not exactly familiar. Their current rooms are closest to ours, and I think the new arrivals will need that proximity to us. We’ll assign them the new rooms.”
“Works for me.”
Dani and I were ushered into the office of the fertility clinic director, Dr. Manzo Hiscoti, a few minutes after ten. Because I’d had a hand in selecting him for the job, I knew more than a little bit about him, even though I didn’t know him very well personally.
“Ah, Conte Marco and Dr. Rosati, good to see you again,” he said.
“I thought we got past that ‘Conte Marco’ nonsense the last time we met,” I said.
“Sorry, Dr. d’Argenzio, old habits, don’t you know?”
Dr. Manzo had spent many years in the UK getting his education, and it showed.
We chatted for a minute before he got down to business and assured me that both babies were healthy and of normal weight for twins.
“And the mother?” I said.
“She is doing remarkably well. Remarkably. It was a normal delivery, and I don’t see any reason why she cannot go on to have more children, should she choose to do so.”
“Thank you,” I said. “I don’t need to know any more; in fact, I’m contractually obligated under the surrogacy agreement not to attempt to learn any more.”
“Just so. Would you like to see and hold your new son and daughter?”
“Of course. That’s why we’re here. But first, let me give you their names for the birth certificates.”
I handed him a piece of paper, and after a glance, he said, “Giulietta and Giancarlo, very nice.”
“Giulietta is my mother’s name, and I’ve always sort of liked the name Giancarlo.”
“Your mother will be delighted, I’m sure.”
“Dr. Manzo, my mother has been hopelessly mad for most of my life, and exists entirely within her own little alternate reality. It’s been many years since she even recognized me.”
“Oh! I’m so very sorry.”
“It’s just one of those facts of life, and I’ve been dealing with it for a very long time. You said something about seeing the new arrivals?”
As we’d done some thirteen years previously in Boston, we followed a clinic director to a nursery, where we admired and handled the new arrivals.
“Brings back memories, doesn’t it?” Dani said.
“For sure,” I said.
We spent some time with the babies, thanked the doctor, and told him we’d be back with the new nanny in tow that afternoon.
“She might as well meet them now,” I said when Dani and I were once again alone in the car.
“Yep.”
As soon as we were back in our apartment in the castle, I called Marta Vassallo to tell her the news, and to let her know that it was time to transition from her temporary quarters to our apartment. Like her cousin before her, she would be in charge of the children and taking classes at the university as time permitted. She’d arrived in the Duchy three weeks previously and was living in a hotel while learning her way around the area. Because there were to be four children this time—we’d learned that Dani’s surrogate was also bearing twins—she would have some part-time help, but the part-time girl would not be a live-in employee. Ten days later, there was an afternoon call in which we learned that Silvia Rosati and Danilo Rosati Jr. had entered the world, and we made yet another trip to the clinic.
Having four infants in an apartment setting wasn’t a whole lot different from having three of them, and our earlier experiences with the triplets helped us make the necessary adjustments to our lives and schedules. Marta, like Lucia before her, had gained a great deal of experience by caring for the babies of her numerous relatives, and our little household soon began to run like a well-oiled machine.
 
 
Near Siena, Italy
Marco
 
SINCE it had been decided that Sergio would be better served if he were to be ultimately moved to the Duchy, I had arranged to lease Grandmother’s villa to a well-qualified tenant, and Dani and I were paying a brief visit to the area as a result.
Our last stop was at one of the tenant cottages, actually a snug little house built of native stone. Floria answered her door and invited us in for tea. While she busied herself with the making of it, I surveyed the room.
“This looks nice and cozy, Floria,” I said.
“It is more than that, Marco. It is perfect for me. I have everything I need close at hand, and all of my neighbors are old friends who have lived on the estate for a very long time.”
“I’m very glad to hear that,” I said. “You know, if you need anything, you have only to ask.”
“Thank you, Marco, but as you know, your grandmother left me well provided for. How is your mother?”
“There hasn’t been any change in her mental condition for a very long time now,” I said. “As far as her physical condition goes, she’s beginning to waste away. The doctors say, and I agree, that this is not at all unusual.”
“I’m very sorry to hear that.”
“On a happier note, I wanted to give you this picture,” I said, handing her a color photo of two small babies.
She examined the photo closely. “One of them looks like your mother.”
“As well she should. These are my twins, Giulietta and Giancarlo d’Argenzio.”
She repeated the names softly and began to tear up. “Oh, my,” she said. “Oh, my.”
“What’s the matter, Floria?”
“The name Giancarlo prompted a flood of memories. That was the name of my younger brother, who died in an accident when he was just a boy.”
“I’m glad you like it, Floria. I had no idea that the name meant something to you, I’ve just always sort of liked the name.”
“When can I see them?”
“We’ll be taking them to Conti for the weekend in a couple of months. I’ll see that you receive train tickets, and there will be a place in the castle for you to stay.”
“And what about you, Dani?” Floria said. “Do you have similar news?”
“Actually, I do,” Dani said. He handed her a photo. “Twins as well. Silvia for my favorite sister, and Dani Jr., after me.”
“So the two of you are starting again with four children?”
“Why not?” I said.
“Why not, indeed?” she said. “This calls for a celebration. Can I interest you in a glass of something?”
“Absolutely,” I said.
We moved from her sitting room to a small vine-covered arbor and sipped wine produced on the estate until it was time to head for the airport.




Chapter 32

 
 
Duchy of Aragoni
Dani
 
THE boys were due home from Eton for the summer and had been allowed to make the trip by train. They’d made the request a few months previously, and Marco and I had, after a lengthy and often heated discussion, agreed, provided they had a security man along. We were sitting in the train station and had a driver with a van waiting to drive us up the mountain.
Marco, who had been in near constant mental contact with the boys since early morning, said, “The train just emerged from the tunnel, so snap out of it.”
“What do you mean, ‘snap out of it’?”
“Dani, you’ve been asleep on your feet all morning.”
“So would you be if you’d spent half the night changing diapers.”
“That’s exactly what I did last night too, as you very well know.”
“Yeah, but you took the eleven-to-three shift and called it a night. I took the three-to-seven shift and I’m beat.”
“You slept from eleven to three while I had the duty, didn’t you?”
“Hardly that. I woke up every time you woke up.”
Marta had taken her weekly break the past two nights and spent the night in town with one of her close relatives, so Marco and I had taken over. The part-time girl had arrived just in time for us to head to the station.
Our bickering was interrupted by the arrival of the train, and we walked out to the platform to wait for our sons.
“Oh, my God,” Marco said when he saw them exiting the train from the next car. “They’ve had a bit of a growth spurt, haven’t they?”
I didn’t have time to reply because the boys were all over us with hugs, all the while babbling excitedly. I finally managed to get a word in edgewise and asked the obvious question.
“Where’s your luggage?”
“All we have are these rolling bags,” Marcus said.
“I think the rest of our stuff will be on a later train,” Bernardo said.
“Yeah,” Giovanni said, “they told us in London that the Chunnel train was too full to handle the bags or something like that.”
“What are we waiting for, then?” Marco said. “Ready to head up the mountain?”
That prompted a chorus of “Yes, Sirs” and we went to the waiting van. When we arrived at the house, Elena met us at the door with a finger to her lips.
“All four of them are asleep,” she said.
We introduced her to the boys, then took them upstairs to see their new quarters.
“This sort of looks like our old room,” Marcus said.
“So it does, except for the fact that it’s more than twice as big,” Marco said.
“What are those funny-looking strips in the ceiling?” Bernardo said.
“Plans for the future,” I said.
“What does that mean?” Giovanni said.
“When you guys are older, you might want some privacy, so this room can be quickly converted into three single rooms,” I said.
“So that’s why there are three doors,” Marco said.
“Cool,” Marcus said, and his brothers nodded in agreement.
“You’ll find your desks, books, and other stuff in the room next door,” I said.
“When can we go to the baths?” Bernardo said.
“Why don’t we plan on having lunch in the old quarter?” I said. “From there, we can go to the baths, okay?”
“Yes, Sir,” he said.
The boys settled down in their den, and we went downstairs to the library. The baby monitor was turned on, and we began to hear sounds of distress about an hour later.
“Elena just left and Marta isn’t home yet, so I’ll organize getting the supplies laid out,” Marco said. “Why don’t you round up some guinea pigs? It’s time those three had a learning experience.”
We gathered in the nursery, where Marco and I quickly checked all four infants and found three wet diapers, and one that was extremely soiled. We showed the boys how to deal with the wet diapers, then turned our attention to Danilo Jr., who’d done himself proud. I wondered, as I’d often done, how one little body could produce so much waste. The boys’ reactions were as predictable as they were priceless.
“Phew,” Marcus said. “How do you guys stand it?”
“We ‘stood it’ for the better part of three years with you three,” Marco said.
Bernardo had ventured closer, so I handed him a warm, wet washcloth. “Here you go, kiddo. Let’s see how good a job you can do cleaning up your little brother.”
“Whoa!” Bernardo said. “Do you seriously expect me to put my hands in that?”
“It’s a dirty job, but somebody’s gotta do it,” Marco said.
“That’s disgusting,” Marcus said. “How are we gonna be able to eat lunch after seeing and smelling all this?”
Bernardo was still grumbling when Giovanni said, “Stop being so dramatic, Bernardo. Give me that cloth.”
He snatched it from his brother’s hand and went to work until Marcus began to dissolve into helpless laughter. “Giovanni, you’ve got poop all over your hands.”
“I couldn’t help it,” Giovanni said. “This little guy won’t hold still. And it’s not a bit funny. Can we tie him down next time?”
“Of course it’s funny; it’s the funniest thing I’ve ever seen,” Marcus said and was once again overcome with the hilarity of the situation. That set his brothers off, so we waited a couple of minutes for them to get themselves under control.
“Okay, guys,” Marco said, raising his voice more than a bit, “your brothers and sisters are hungry, so get a grip, and Giovanni, go wash your hands and come right back.”
“Yes, Sir.”
It didn’t take long for us to get each of the boys settled down in a rocking chair and feeding their siblings.
Marco was doing the same for the fourth baby, and I said, “If ever there was a Kodak moment—”
“Handle it, babe,” Marco said.
And handle it I did.
As I admired the domestic scene, a thought occurred to me. “You know what?”
“What?” Marco said.
“I predict that by the time school starts again, these three will be experts in the area of infant care.”
“That wouldn’t surprise me at all,” he said.
When all four infants were down for the count, we headed downstairs with the boys in tow just in time to introduce them to Marta, who’d just returned from her nights off. Leaving her in charge, we headed down the mountain in pursuit of lunch.
“I forgot to mention it, but someone will be joining us for lunch,” Marco said.
“Who?” Marcus said.
“Who’s your favorite person in the hospital complex, besides Dani and me?” Marco said.
“Mrs. McClanahan,” they chorused.
“There you go,” I said.
When our driver was almost at Gert’s driveway, Marco opened his phone and dialed a number. “We’ll be at your driveway in a couple of minutes. ’Bye.”
Gert was standing at the edge of her driveway, dressed in a tailored suit as though headed for work.
After the boys had finished noisily and happily greeting her, I said, “Are you going to work later?”
“No, why?”
“You’re wearing one of the nice suits you wear to work.”
“Actually, my gentleman friend and I are going somewhere as soon as he feels comfortable turning his shop over to an assistant for the rest of the day.”
“Way to go, Gert,” Marco said.
The boys took over the conversation again and didn’t stop until we were at our table waiting to place our orders. During a lull in the conversation, Gert said, “I’d forgotten how excited about life kids can be.”
“Makes you want to have another one, doesn’t it?” Marco said.
“Watch it, squirt,” she said. “I may be a woman, but I’m bigger than you and probably a lot meaner when I need to be.”
“No argument there, Gert,” he said. “I remember how you used to terrorize the interns at Mass General.”
“Whereas you residents were above such things, right?” she said. “Those were the days, weren’t they?”
“It was a good time and place to work,” Marco said, “but it was a long time ago.”
“No kidding!” she said. “I only have to look at these three to calculate how long I’ve been here.”
“And I hope you stay at our hospital forever, or at least until I retire,” Marco said.
“Oh, I probably won’t be there quite that long,” she said.
“Oh, dear,” I said. “I hope that wasn’t a hint of things to come in the near future.”
“Not really, Dani,” she said. “On the other hand, if my friend and I decide to get married, I might just slow down a bit.”
“Has he asked you?” Marco said.
“It’s been hinted at, but not yet openly talked about,” she said. “Both of us have grown children and several grandchildren to take into account, most of whom probably don’t understand that older people can and do have love lives.”
“Whatever you do, Gert, we’re behind you all the way,” Marco said.
“Amen to that,” I said.
After our lunch in the old quarter, we walked Gert to the wine shop owned by her gentleman friend, then headed for the baths. To our surprise, the boys settled down in the calidarium with us for much longer than usual, which prompted me to ask why.
“Because we’ve missed being able to do this,” Giovanni said.
We settled back in the comfort of the warm baths and enjoyed the moment.
“Does it get any better than this?” Marco said.
“Not as far as I can tell,” I said.
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