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PROLOGUE
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In the year of Our Lord 1498, when the world stood poised between the dying Middle Ages and the dawning of a new era of enlightenment, there existed in the northern reaches of Tuscany a castle of such ancient lineage that even the oldest peasants could not recall its founding. The Castello di Pietralta, Castle of the High Stone, had watched over the valley of the Arno for more than a thousand years, its weathered walls bearing witness to the rise and fall of empires, the passage of Lombards and Franks, the dreams of Holy Roman Emperors and the ambitions of Florentine merchants.

But of all its towers and battlements, none held such mystery as the Torre Bianca—the White Tower. Rising seventy braccia above the castle's central keep, its pale limestone walls glowed with an unearthly luminescence on nights when the moon rode full across the Tuscan sky. The common folk whispered that the tower was older than the castle itself, that it had been raised not by Christian hands but by the Ostrogoths who once ruled Italy in the name of their Arian faith, before the armies of Byzantium drove them into the shadows of history.

For centuries, the Torre Bianca had stood empty. No lord of Pietralta would dwell within its circular chambers. No servant would climb its winding stair after sunset. The tower's door, carved from ancient oak and bound with iron that had rusted to the color of dried blood, remained sealed by a chain that no smith could cut and no key could open. Yet on certain nights, when the wind blew from the east and the clouds parted to reveal the stars in their full glory, lights could be seen flickering in the tower's highest window—a soft, silvery radiance that spoke of candle flames burning in a place where no living hand could light them.

It was said that the tower guarded a spirit—a woman of such surpassing beauty that even the saints in heaven might weep to behold her. She was the tower's guardian, its eternal mistress, a being caught between the world of the living and the realm of the dead. Some called her a ghost, others a demon, and still others whispered that she was something far older and stranger—a remnant of the old gods who had watched over Italy before the Romans came, before the Christians built their churches and spoke their prayers.

This is the story of how a young scholar from Florence came to the Castello di Pietralta, how he entered the forbidden tower, and how he loved a spirit who had been dead for a thousand years. It is a tale of passion that transcended the boundaries of mortality, of love that defied the laws of heaven and earth, and of a parting so sorrowful that the stones themselves might weep to remember it.

Reader, if you have ever loved someone you could not keep, if you have ever felt the ache of a beauty that must fade, if you have ever known the bittersweet truth that the most precious things in life are those we must learn to let go—then this story is for you.

For in the end, all love stories are ghost stories. And all ghost stories, at their heart, are love stories.

BOOK ONE: THE SCHOLAR
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Chapter I: The Journey to Pietralta
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The road from Florence to Pietralta wound through hills clad in olive groves and vineyards, past villages perched like swallows' nests on rocky outcroppings, through forests of oak and chestnut where wild boar still roamed and wolves sang their ancient songs to the moon. It was autumn when Alessandro di Vanni made this journey, in that golden season when the Tuscan countryside blazed with colors that would have made the angels envy the earth—amber and russet, crimson and gold, the leaves falling like prayers from the branches of ancient trees.

Alessandro was twenty-four years old, tall and slender, with the dark hair and olive complexion of his Florentine mother and the sharp, aquiline features of his Sienese father. He wore the black robe of a scholar, its hem dusty from the road, and carried in his saddlebags the tools of his trade: books of philosophy and poetry, manuscripts of Cicero and Virgil, his own notes and commentaries written in a careful hand across pages of fine vellum. At his belt hung a dagger—more ornament than weapon, for Alessandro was a man of words, not of war—and around his neck, on a chain of silver, hung a medallion of Saint Jerome, patron of scholars and students.

He had been sent to Pietralta by his patron, Lorenzo de' Medici himself, though the great Lorenzo had been dead these five years and his son Piero ruled Florence with a weaker hand. The castle's lord, Count Matteo di Pietralta, was a distant cousin of the Medici, a man of learning who had amassed in his mountain fastness a library that rivaled any in Italy. Count Matteo had written to Florence seeking a scholar to catalog his collection, to translate the Greek manuscripts he had acquired from Constantinople before its fall to the Turk, and to assist him in his own studies of the ancient world.

Alessandro had leaped at the opportunity. In Florence, the shadow of Savonarola still lingered, the mad monk's bonfires of vanities having turned the city into a place of fear and suspicion. The young scholar longed for the peace of the countryside, for the company of books and the silence of ancient stones. He dreamed of discovering lost works of philosophy, of making a name for himself in the republic of letters, of perhaps one day founding his own school where the wisdom of the ancients might be preserved against the gathering darkness of ignorance and superstition.

But as he rode higher into the mountains, as the air grew thin and cold and the villages grew farther apart, Alessandro began to feel a strange unease. There was something about this land that seemed older than the Italy he knew, older than the Roman roads and Etruscan tombs, older even than the myths of Greece. The peasants who watched him pass from their doorways had faces that seemed carved from the same stone as the mountains themselves—harsh, weathered, marked by centuries of labor and suffering. And when he asked them about the Castello di Pietralta, about Count Matteo and his library, they would cross themselves and mutter prayers to the Virgin, as if speaking of the castle might summon something best left undisturbed.

"The count is a good man," an old woman told him at a village fountain, her hands gnarled from years of drawing water. "But the castle... the castle is old, signore. Older than Christ, some say. There are things in that place that should not be disturbed. Rooms that should not be entered. Towers that should not be climbed."
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