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For Mom, for everything.


You were the best, and I can’t wait

to see you again on the other side.


1


Luciana

Days later, I still could not see.

Each morning, I awoke with hope. I’d blink, ready—so ready—to see anything at all. To note any sort of progress, only to face crushing disappointment. It was so weird to spend the night dreaming—with twenty-twenty vision—only to wake to darkness.

Oh, God, I silently moaned. Is this it? Will you not heal me here? Now? Do you not hear me?

A gentle knock on the door told me Chiara Greco had arrived. She’d apparently taken me on as her own personal patient, given that Adri was tending so many wounded Forelli knights. Those able to travel had returned from Castello Romano over the last few days; the more gravely wounded recuperated there. Thinking of that castello and the battle where I had been so badly injured—where Aurelio Paratore had given his life—made me nauseated.

I concentrated on Chiara’s warm, reassuring voice instead. “Buongiorno,” she said, wishing me a good morning.

“Buongiorno,” I returned, sitting up. I ran a self-conscious hand over my hair, knowing it was likely a mess.

Chiara lightly touched my hand. “You look lovely, as ever.”

I paused. “My eyes . . . do they appear . . . odd?” I hated the insecurity of my question. But I had to know. They didn’t have mirrors in medieval Italy—only sheets of burnished metal that gave a pretty good reflection. To not even be able to look in one of those left me feeling oddly vulnerable. I could feel the heat of her gaze. Better to ask serious, stoic Chiara than my brother, who’d probably just make a joke out of it.

Her gentle hands touched either cheek, keeping me still. “They have improved.”

“Improved?”

“At first, one pupil was much larger than the other, indicative of your trauma.”

“Now they are more alike?”

“Indeed.”

“Does that mean they are healing?” I asked hopefully.

“Close and open them. Do you see light this morning? Shadow?”

I did as she asked. Was that light? “M-mayhap.”

“I am going to cover your head with this blanket for a moment. Keep your eyes open.”

Fabric enveloped me. “Is it darker?”

Was it a few shades darker than a moment ago? “Mayhap,” I said again.

She pulled the blanket away. “And now?”

I sighed heavily. Was I only imagining things? “Mayhap.” This time, the word came out a bit strangled, a knot forming in my throat.

She sat down on the bed beside me and wrapped an arm around my shoulders. “Do not lose hope, my friend.”

“Too late,” I said, feeling a tear slide down my cheek. Because hope slipped from my heart like water through a sieve.

She held me while I cried, placing a handkerchief in my hand. It was the first time I’d cried since I’d been injured, and my weeping soon turned to outright sobs. “I-I so wish . . . I’d only . . .”

I couldn’t even form a complete thought to tell her all I was feeling. I was lost. Utterly lost. My mind as dark as my vision.

She said nothing. Simply handed me another handkerchief when I’d soaked the first. Gradually, my sorrow was spent, and I heaved one of those shaky sighs that signaled the end. “Have you seen this before, Chiara? People who lose their sight?”

“Many times,” she said. “On the field of battle, such trauma is common.”

“And out of all of those cases, how many regained their vision?”

She paused. Because she was afraid to tell me or because she was thinking? I missed the visual cues of communication, among a hundred other things about being able to see.

“I have treated twenty or more injuries like yours. And three-quarters of them regained partial or total vision.”

“How long did it take for that to happen?”

“For some, days. For others, weeks. But in all . . .”

“In all . . .”

“In all of those who regained their vision, they noted some improvement the first week.”

Which I had not.

“Come,” she said, as I felt her weight leave the bed. “Let us get you dressed and your hair brushed. ’Twill do you good to take a turn about the courtyard. And my brother will soon return from patrol. ’Twould do him good to see you up and about.”

I hesitated at the mention of him, wringing my hands and biting my lip. Giulio Greco. Drop-dead-gorgeous, blue-eyed, black-haired Giulio. A man who had captured my heart. A man I might walk beside—but never get to see again.

“Cease,” Chiara said gently, as if reading my mind. “Cast your dark thoughts to the shadows. You need all the light you can gather. Every inner light you can muster, yes?” She pulled me to my feet and across the room to hold the back of a chair, knowing I tended to feel rather dizzy in my dark world. I could hear her open a trunk and then, with firm snaps, shake out the wrinkles of a skirt and bodice.

She helped me out of my nightgown and dropped a soft underdress over my shoulders as if tending to a toddler. I accepted the indignity—just one of many such experiences in my day—suddenly anxious to leave my room. To be outside again. To feel the heat of the sun on my face, even if I could not see the light. You need all the light you can gather, she’d said. And she was right.

“Into the chair with you,” she directed, then set to brushing out my hair and forming a quick braid. She wrapped the braid into a knot, pinned a net over it, and lifted my chin. “Pretty as ever,” she said. “Sighted or no.”

I forced a smile, knowing she was doing her best to encourage me.

“Your brother fashioned this.” She placed the slender end of a long stick in my hand. “’Tis a light willow branch he whittled into shape for you, suitable to test your path before you step.”

I stood and tapped about, feeling a tiny surge of hope. It was a step toward independence. Instead of reaching out with my hands, waiting until I ran into something, this would give me warning. Didn’t blind people count out steps to their normal daily destinations? Maybe I could find my way to the garderobe rather than use the chamber pot. That would be one indignity I could strike from the list.

Chiara took my arm and led me to the door, then down the hall. Even before we reached the courtyard door, I could feel and hear the rumble of commotion. In my room, the two layers of stone wall muffled all but the loudest of sounds, but even from there I’d known that Castello Forelli was full of knights. Siena had come to the Forellis’ aid, and the garrison town of Monteriggioni had sent men too. Castello Paratore, now held by the hateful Andrea Ercole, was likely occupied by similar numbers of our enemies, with Firenze rushing to secure her.

“My brother has patrols running from dawn to dusk, and a fair number by moonlight,” Chiara said, holding me back to allow horses to pass before us, then sliding left to avoid some other obstacle. “His thought is that a bored knight is a knight about to find some trouble.”

“Wise man,” I said. “What have they encountered out there? Have there been continual skirmishes?”

“Surprisingly, no,” she said. “Neither Siena nor Firenze wants this to escalate into war. But each is like a pot on slow boil. Giulio figures ’tis only a matter of time. The creek has become a temporary border, with men on either side hurling insults and daring their enemies to cross it, no matter how much their captains attempt to dissuade them.”

I pictured them all out there, trash-talking, trying to lure their enemy to make the first move. I was surprised it hadn’t happened yet. Maybe the battle at Castello Romano had left everyone a little traumatized—both sides had lost good men that day. Many men.

I swallowed hard, remembering Aurelio Paratore and how he’d helped us, time and time again. How his intervention in the end—with Captain Valeri—had likely saved those I loved most, but cost him his own life. If only he had lived . . . we would not be in this mess.

As we got closer to the Great Hall, the number of people increased. I could smell the men—horseflesh and sweat and leather. Was it true that blind people gained a greater sense of hearing and smell? I’d have to ask Adri.

I could sense us drawing attention. Bodies turned toward us. Conversations quieted. Any woman among this many men was bound to be a pull. But I heard my name whispered, as well as words about my blindness and the hulking knight who had knocked me unconscious. I pretended not to hear, anxious to feel the cool chasm of the Great Hall enfold me. I wanted to pause and lift my face toward the sun, but not when I had an audience of a hundred or more.

“Make way!” I heard Giulio call.

Chiara brought me to a stop. I tried to swallow but found my mouth terribly dry. Why had I not asked for a cloth and a bit of coal powder to brush my teeth? Oh, for a real toothbrush and some good ol’ Colgate. My free hand gripped the soft cloth of what I knew to be my green gown, one that Giulio had said made my eyes all the prettier. My eyes.

“My lady!” he said, reaching us at last. He took my hand in both of his. “You have arisen!”

“Indeed.” I smiled in spite of myself. He was so surprised! “Did you think I would forever be abed?”

“Nay.” He squeezed my hand. “I knew ’twould not be long.”

There was such joy in his tone that I knew Chiara had been right—he needed me to be up and about as much as I did myself. But after the men started whispering bawdy jokes about me being “abed,” Giulio took my other arm and led me inside.

“Chiara,” he said to his sister in the entryway, outside the armory. “Might we have a moment alone?”

“Of course.”

He led me inside the Great Hall, and I took in the cool temperature of the big room and relative quiet—noticeable after the courtyard chaos—even as servants set the tables for the noon meal, still two or three hours away. My stomach rumbled and Giulio laughed.

“You sound as hungry as I. Come.” He led me to a table, and I found the bench. “A bit of bread and cheese?” he asked someone.

“At once,” she said. Did I imagine it, or did she stare at me for a moment before turning toward her task?

I lifted my skirts a little to move my legs across the bench and under the table. Giulio gently pulled a portion of my skirt from beneath my knee to cover my legs again. The brief brush of his calloused fingers along my calf sent a shiver running up my leg and side, all the way to my neck. He had not touched me in any intimate way since the accident, as if he feared he might do damage. I knew that brush of his fingertips was nothing but an attempt to help protect my modesty. And yet I still felt everything I’d always felt for this man.

Instead of buoying my spirits, the thought sank them. I might be totally in love with Giulio—but he ought not be saddled with me.

“What is it, my love?”

“Hmm?”

“Your face just fell. Is it not good, to be up and about?” He tenderly took my hand, interlacing our fingers beneath the table.

“’Tis good,” I said, his touch bolstering me a bit. “For the most part.”

“And the other part?”

“It-it only reminds me of how much I am missing,” I admitted. “To not be able to negotiate crossing the courtyard alone is rather pathetic.”

“Pathetic? I do not know this word.”

“Embarrassing. Infantile.”

He squeezed my hand. “Luciana. I have trouble crossing that courtyard, rife with knights. You must be more kind to yourself. Celebrate the small steps.”

Gather any light you can, Chiara had urged me. Celebrate the small steps. These two were clearly siblings. Steady and wise. Like their sister, Ilaria. And their whole adopted Forelli clan.

The maid returned with the bread and cheese, and by the sound as she placed it on the wooden table, a jug of watered wine. Giulio poured for me and moved my hand to the cup. “’Tis just there. And your plate before you, as usual.”

I was thankful for food that did not require a knife. But even that thought depressed me a little. I set down my bread.

“Luciana?” he murmured, turning toward me. He placed one leg on the outside of the bench, his other pressing against my knee. He tipped my face toward him, as if he could see something—anything—in my eyes. “What troubles you?”

“You do not need a woman who cannot find her own food and drink when it is right before her.” I sighed and shook my head. “My sight is no better than it was days ago, Giulio,” I whispered. “It might never improve.”

“I do need you.” He traced my cheek. “Blind or sighted, I need you by my side. I love you, Luciana. And I wake each day thanking God that you lived through that battle.”

I continued to shake my head. “But you fell in love with me as I was. Not as I am now.”

He took my hand again, and by his firm grip, I knew I’d made him angry. “Who you are now, deep within, is who you have always been, my love. You are still healing. Give yourself time. You shall remember yourself.”

Remember myself? What was there to remember? “I cannot fight. I cannot bathe or dress myself! I cannot sew or do anything useful at all, for that matter.”

“We have servants who shall aid you.”

“I know! I know that. But you, Giulio, you! You do not need a blind bride.” The tears rose again, in spite of how I tried to keep them back. “You deserve a woman who is hale, riding beside you on patrol. Like Tiliani. Or Gabi and Lia. Is that not why you fell in love with me?” I wiped my face. “And what sort of mother shall I be? I cannot even watch over a toddler, let alone keep them safe!”

“Luciana,” he whispered, pulling me against his chest. “Are we betrothed? Have I forgotten? Mayhap my head was hit too hard in battle. And you have conceived? When we have yet to consummate our union? Shall I fetch the priest with news of this miracle?”

I laughed through my tears and tried to push him away, but he held on to me. “You know what I mean,” I said. “We must think of the future. We must.”

“I understand your heart, dear one, but the present is enough to consider for now. Try and not fear the morrow.” He kissed the top of my head, and I relished the moment of comfort. Of feeling my cheek against the curve of his neck, the scent of him—all sage and pine and road dust and leather after patrol. “On this day, I know I need you, Luciana Betarrini. Once wed, I shall tell you that every day of our long lives together. And we shall find our way to manage our massive brood of children,” he added in a whisper. “Because I am so eager to bed you, I shall have trouble leaving it once you are mine. ’Tis been hard enough not to kiss you of late.”

I laughed again, wiping away my tears. “Kissing shall not impede my healing. Gentle kissing,” I amended, remembering a few of our steamier moments.

“Then by nightfall, prepare yourself for that. At the moment, we have a few too many witnesses about.”

“But you do not mind them seeing you comfort me?” I straightened.

“Nay. They pretend not to see us anyway.” He paused and caressed my hand. “Hear this, my love. I value you for you—far more than anything you can do. You could do nothing but sit in the solar, a servant reading to you all day, and I would be content to return home to you.”

I stifled a sigh, knowing he only meant to encourage me. He’d be content—maybe. But would I? Could I find contentment in a permanently dark world?

Or would I risk forever losing everything—and everyone I loved—in trying to reach the tomb that could heal me?
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Tiliani

I looked over to my cousin, Fortino, receiving a report from a scout. We would return to the castello when Benedetto relieved him. My father had forty-eight men in rotation, half of them standing guard at the creek and half patrolling back and forth along the border in groups of six. If a Fiorentini dared to cross, we would know about it. And this tenuous truce could not last forever.

The late August morning had started out warm, and while I took pride in donning our blue tunics with the embroidered wolf insignia, come afternoon, I wished we did not have to wear them. The added layer over my leather chest plate set me to sweating as the sun cleared the trees and beat down upon us. I pulled a handkerchief from my pocket and wiped my forehead for the fourth time as Valentino untied his water skin and took a deep drink. Silently, he offered it to me. I took a quick sip, daring not refuse him—given that he had made precious few overtures toward me in the week we had been home.

I knew he was grieving Aurelio, more brother than friend to him. I was too. They had saved us at Castello Romano. Surely, if they had not intervened, we would have been killed. Every one of us, from my family members to every knight on the field. But when I mentioned that to him the next day, he had only one brief response. “I wish I had died in his place.”

His words had stung. Made me angry. I felt forgotten. He wished he was dead? What about me and what we shared? Was that not something to bring him hope? Life?

Since then, he had retreated to his quarters. Slept. Risen each morn. Eaten a minimal amount. Patrolled at my side. Kept watch and made notes of enemy movements, as if he had always been a Forelli knight and not one of the Paratores. But he did so without heart and with but half a mind—as if more ghost than man.

He stood beside me now, staring across the creek at the Fiorentini, who jeered and taunted him in turn as the “Wolf-lover,” “betrayer,” and “traitor.”

“We shall capture you, Valeri!” one massive knight threatened, but two hundred paces away. “And your death shall not be an easy one! You and your precious She-Wolf shall watch each other die as we drain the blood from your veins!”

He stared back, seemingly unmoved. I thought he had not even heard the man until he muttered, “And so I have made you more of a target than ever.”

I took his hand, boldly staring back at the Fiorentini, the action itself a taunt in return. “Nothing could make me more of a target than being a Forelli She-Wolf. I have spent my whole life with that target upon my back.”

I waited for him to respond, but he said nothing.

“My cousin shall soon arrive. Then we can return to the castello for a rest,” I said. “’Twill do you good to be away from the border.” Away from the Fiorentini. Away from men who fought beside you but a week ago.

He left me without another word, never holding my hand as I had his. Only bearing it as if my touch burdened him further. Had I made a mistake? Made him feel as if I was using him somehow to get back at the Fiorentini?

Ilaria came to my side, watching him stride toward his horse and prepare his mount. “He shall find his way, in time.”

“Do you truly believe that?” I muttered. “I confess I am beginning to doubt.” I wished we had time to forage in the wood for herbs and medicinals rather than Fiorentini. Time amongst the trees would bring him back to me faster than anything. Remind him of what was good—promising—in life rather than this daily reminder of death and disaster.

“’Twould have been difficult for him to ever leave Aurelio’s side,” she said, crossing her arms and staring over at the Fiorentini, who now turned their taunting toward us, shouting and pantomiming such foul things that we both itched to go after them ourselves. But we pretended to be unperturbed, “rising above,” as my Zia Gabi and mama had taught us.

“It would have been better for him to choose,” I said. “Rather than have the choice made for him.”

“Aurelio . . . I was there, Til,” she said in a hushed voice. “I saw him put your hands together. He blessed you. Together. Blessed you. He knew you would need each other as friends, if not anything more.”

“Again, making Valentino’s decision for him,” I said, so clearly reliving it that fresh tears arose. “No man appreciates that.”

“He made his decision when he accompanied Aurelio in coming to our aid,” she sniffed.

“But what else could he do?” I returned.

My mind went back to that fateful day. The chaos. So many dead and dying. So few of us left, and so many Fiorentini continuing to arrive. Nay, in the moment, none of us really had a choice. Survival demanded movement. Immediate action.

One of the biggest of our adversaries stepped forward to shout a new, foul threat. Others beside him laughed. The Forelli men around us tensed.

“M’lady, grant me permission to shoot him,” Otello said, coming to my other side. “I need not cross the border to do so.”

“Oh no,” I said, still staring the knight down, arms crossed. “Once this tentative peace breaks, he shall be all mine.”

“Or mine,” Ilaria said.

“But you may have any one of the others,” I offered, sliding him a small smile. “All seem to be of the same ilk.”

In contrast, Zio Marcello and Papa had forbidden any one of us to utter even a word in return. Those of us here, keeping watch at the creek, were to do nothing but stand. I smiled. Our lack of response clearly irritated them, which had escalated their threats over the last hour. They wanted us to attack, to begin the war that we all knew was coming. For it was always best to be able to blame the other side for what could not be ignored—trespass.

Trespass, I thought grimly. Even now, these Fiorentini stood on land that had been in Forelli hands for almost two decades. Well past a border that Aurelio Paratore had honored. Now we were back to the border that Aurelio’s diabolical uncle Cosimo had claimed was ancestral. And the tomb that the Betarrinis might need to enter to heal Luciana’s sight was a half mile into enemy territory. The only other one? Terribly near Firenze herself.

And we ourselves would be trespassers if we aided the Betarrinis in reaching either one of them, sparking the fire that threatened to engulf us all.
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Tiliani

Fortino had just arrived with fresh troops to relieve us when we spotted the white flags, moving down the hill across the creek. “Make way! Make way!” the guards shouted. Fiorentini drew back like curtains on a window to let them through.

Six nobles in finery emerged from the crowd, led by twelve Fiorentini knights in full city regalia, with twelve more behind. Andrea Ercole rode among them, followed by Lords Vanni and Piccolomini. Beside him stood the young Lord Beneventi—the son of the man Valentino had killed—the man who’d tried to ensure my parents and I died, when we had reached the end of our sentence in the cages.

My jaw clenched.

“Allow me to handle this, cousin,” Fortino said firmly, and I reluctantly stepped back. As the future lord of Castello Forelli, ’twas certainly his place. But I dearly wanted to be close if there was a chance to get to Ercole.

All of this was his fault. Ercole had set up the now-dead Beneventi. Made him believe Lord Romano had stolen from him. The blood of every dead man on Romano’s land cried out for retribution. Luciana left blind . . . so many others injured, struggling to recover. Valentino shattered in his grief. ’Twas Ercole who had convinced Lord Vanni to his side, as well as Lord Piccolomini. All by basing his case on lies, undoubtedly. My body trembled with rage.

“One more step back,” Ilaria said in my ear, sensing my thin hold. Her fingers wrapped around my elbow, and I woodenly did as she bid. With a glance, I saw that Valentino had returned to my other side, gripping the reins of his mount so hard his fingers were white.

The Fiorentini nobles stopped at the creek, their front guards dividing to form a line, three on either side. “We wish to speak to Lord Forelli and any others of the Nine,” Lord Vanni called. He and Lord Piccolomini pulled up in front with Ercole behind them.

Fortino and his younger brother, Benedetto, met them on their own war horses, hands consciously idle on the pommels. But I knew—as the Fiorentini did—that both could draw their swords in seconds. “You and your guards may cross the creek. No others.”

Lord Piccolomini sniffed. “Allow us twenty-four additional guards.”

“I assume you come here to speak of potential peace, given your white flag.”

“Potential peace,” he allowed.

“Then we shall treat you as respectful hosts until you return to your side of the creek. There shall be no need for more than twelve guards, two per noble. You have my word as the Forelli heir.”

Lord Piccolomini glanced over his shoulder at Ercole and Beneventi. “I must have your word that every one of us shall be returned to this creek, unharmed. When we wish to return.”

Fortino paused. “On my life,” he pledged. He glanced around at our men, then me, Ilaria, and then hardest at Val, making sure he was understood—no one was to harm them. He turned his gaze back to the Fiorentini, and in his stance, I glimpsed the future lord in him. “Lord Piccolomini, trust me when I say that given our rage, a hundred men would not keep you safe if I did not keep my word. But we Forellis always keep our word.”

“Very well,” sniffed the older man, lifting a hand and directing his group astride their horses forward. The knights reassembled before them, and two by two, they came across the creek, the nobles at the back. After a week of thinking about the creek as the final line, I struggled not to view each clop of a horse’s hoof as a minor transgression.

“Easy,” Ilaria said in my ear, her grip on my arm tightening as Ercole and Piccolomini came closer and closer, following my cousin and his men, who pivoted to lead them down the central road. Valentino swung into his saddle and turned his mount, forming a barrier between us. They rode past, eyes forward, never looking his way. As a slight? Or because they knew Valentino was like a wounded, caged tiger?

“Come, let us get to the castello before them,” Ilaria said after they passed. “We can take the western path and get there in time to warn your elders before they arrive.”

Val nodded and I agreed, eager to know what this was all about and glad that I was no longer on duty at the front. When they were past, I stepped to Benedetto’s side—who had assumed command from Fortino—waiting until he finished talking to one of his men.

“Captain Mancini led the last patrol west a half hour ago,” I said. “He should return momentarily. As will the patrol from the east. We aim to beat the Fiorentini to the castello and warn our parents of their arrival.”

“Take caution, cousin,” Benedetto said, his brown eyes moving to study Val over my shoulder. “Your man is spoiling for a reason to tear into any of them.”

As we all are.

“Fortino gave his word. Do not allow Valeri to veer from your task.” His gaze now followed the last of the Fiorentini heading in the direction of Castello Forelli. “And send me word of what transpires, will you?”

“Of course.” I turned to go.

He caught my arm and waited until I met his eyes. “Do not make me regret this. If it is peace they seek, we do not wish to interrupt the process. Leave the rest to our fathers.”

“Of course,” I managed to say, pulling my arm from his grip in irritation. I did not appreciate his fatherly tone. He was but a year my elder, and I had nearly as much field and battle experience as he.

“He remembers what you endured in Firenze,” Ilaria said, rejoining me as we hurried toward our mounts. “As well as on Romano’s land.”

“I do not need a nursemaid,” I groused. “In either of you.”

“Nay,” she said lightly. “Only people to watch your back.”

I mounted up, knowing they both sought only to protect me, and in turn, the family. Siena herself. Grant me peace, Lord. Your vision and direction.

Grace and mercy?

I do not yet know if I can pray for those.

Not when it came to Andrea Ercole.
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Luciana

I’d avoided returning to the Great Hall—and all the people throughout the castello—for two days, but found I could not stay still. I had to move. Talk. Try and live some sort of life while I waited for healing.

Ten days after my injury, I still had not experienced any significant improvement. For days now, I thought I might catch the barest semblance of light and dark, but I questioned if it was just me imagining what I so desperately wanted.

Taking hold of the willow stick that Nico had crafted for me, I tapped forward, finding the edge of the wall and then the door of my room. In time, I reached the turret and the courtyard exit, where I knew a guard awaited. “Open it, please.”

“M-m’lady,” he stammered, “allow me to find you an escort.”

“Nay. I am only going to the chapel. Surely I can make it fifty paces without trouble.”

“The castello’s courtyard is quite congested this afternoon. Would you not—”

“Nay. I shall do this myself. Now open the door, please.”

“As you wish,” he said reluctantly.

But I could feel his protective eyes upon my back and didn’t hear him shut the door behind me. I knew it was protocol, especially with so many others inside our gates. With some guilt, I recognized that I’d probably put him in a predicament—maybe he’d promised to watch over me as well as guard the door.

And yet I could not feel sorry about it. It felt good—so good—to reclaim some semblance of my own power. To make a decision for myself, by myself. To have a guard obey my wishes.

He’s used to She-Wolves in charge, I thought. And for the thousandth time, I thanked God they had paved a way. Had it not been the way of Castello Forelli, I doubted I would have lasted more than a week. I was too . . . foreign. Too . . . other for medieval times. But Gabriella and Evangelia and their mother had paved a road for women that was nearly as strong as the Romans’ own. At least in this household.

I tapped my way forward with my stick and, in time, sensed someone approaching from behind. I tensed but concentrated on my path—and on hopefully not getting trampled by a horse.

“Hey, how are ya?” my brother said, taking my arm. He sounded a little out of breath. “Out for a leisurely stroll, eh?”

“Something like that,” I muttered, not entirely glad for Nico’s arrival. Had the guard waved him over? Pointed me out to him? Had I attracted the attention of others in the process? I didn’t want them looking. Didn’t want them all feeling sorry for me.

“Where are you headin’?” Nico asked.

“The chapel,” I said, pretending confidence.

“Yeah, well you’re about thirty degrees off and heading into some pretty serious horse traffic.” He turned me a bit, and we set off again. I said nothing but felt the burn of a blush at my cheek. “Fortunately,” Nico said, “I saw the padre just go in. It will be quiet—and safe—for you in here.”

He opened the door of the chapel, and I paused. “Thanks, Nico. I don’t need you to wait. I’ll find the inner wall as I exit and can make my way back to the turret. That way I won’t get off course again.”

He didn’t respond, apparently surprised. Because I didn’t want him to listen in to my conversation? Or because I wanted to make it back solo?

“Nico, if I don’t start doing things on my own, I’m gonna go crazy,” I warned, lifting a hand.

“Gotcha,” he said soothingly. “I’ll be over by the stables. My mare came up lame, and a squire is getting me acquainted with a new one while she rests up. Shout if you need me.”

“Th-thank you,” I said, relieved he’d elected not to argue. I stepped through the doorway, but noted Nico didn’t shut it behind me until Father Giovanni greeted me.

“Ahh, Lady Luciana! ’Tis good to see you up and about.” He came to me and took my free hand in both of his. “What may I do for you?”

“I-I had hoped we could talk a bit. Is now a good time?”

“All my time is the Lord’s. Please, please. Allow me to lead you to a seat here in the corner. Should someone come to pray, it will afford us a bit of privacy. How is your head today?”

I could feel my eyebrows lift in surprise, assuming at first he could sense what a head case I was. But then I knew he was referring to the migraine I’d endured constantly since I was injured. “You know, it might be a bit better this morning.” I’d been so focused on getting out of my room, I hadn’t stopped to think about it. Was that a good sign?

“Good, good.” He squeezed my arm. “The bench is just here. If you will turn to your left, you can sit.”

I thanked him and then bit my lip as an awkward silence rose between us. Where to start?

“Simply ask the first question you have in mind, child,” he said reassuringly.

I huffed a laugh. “Very well. Why would God bring me here—all the way here—only to leave me blind?”

He paused. “Why would you assume he is leaving you blind?”

I frowned. “Why would I assume he is not? Lady Adri thought I would be seeing shadows by now, at least.”

“Ahhh, yes. Well, let us say you are right. Mayhap you are blind for life. There are worse things, no?”

I stopped breathing. It was the first time anyone had not argued with me. Insisted that it would be different, in time.

“You could have died ten days ago, yes? Or been left in a coma? Or paralyzed?”

“Well, yes.”

“This is not to say that losing one’s sight is not terrible. ’Tis a significant loss,” he said, putting a warm hand atop my own. “And if you are not healed, you must grieve it and grieve it fully. But your question was why God would bring you here—and leave you blind. He brought you here, yes. But he did not leave you, Luciana. He is with you even now. Here in this chapel. In your quarters. In the Great Hall. Wherever you go.”

I sighed and shook my head. “That is well and good. But when I said leave I meant why would he not heal me? How much good can I do for him, for the Forellis, if I am helpless?”

He considered me. “I have learned a great deal about you, Luciana, since you joined our fold. And nothing I have learned would make me say you are helpless. You have great inner strength. Courage.” He leaned closer. “And I wager that even fighting blind, you might be able to best the strongest man inside the castello gates.”

That made me smile, in spite of myself. “I only might take a few more blows myself, before I do—in that I cannot see them coming.”

“You shall compensate for that in time, if necessary. The blind I have known over the years develop an uncanny way of placing sounds. Knowing where people are—or even a mouse in the corner. That shall aid you.”

I bit my lip. Maybe he was right. But there was so much more . . .

“Your next question, please,” he encouraged.

“The blind you have known over the years . . . what did they do? To earn a wage? To make themselves useful?”

“Well, let me see.” I could almost picture the small man tapping his lip, thinking. “A fair number are beggars, but I doubt that is in your future. One works in a bakery, kneading bread dough. Another washes floors. One is a fine lady and runs several businesses through instructions via her managers.”

I had been a history major back home, gunning for a TA position at the university next year. What could I do here, in this time? What was I ever going to do, if we stayed? I’d been so wrapped up in Giulio I really hadn’t stopped to think about that side of my life. Nico had his whole financial career figured out, finding a way to enter banking even here. But what could I do, teach? Some of the history I specialized in—the Renaissance—hadn’t even taken place yet.

“I-I need a way to contribute. Back home,” I said, knowing he knew our whole story, “I was studying to become a teacher. A tutor,” I corrected myself. “But to do that, a person needs to read or write.”

“There might be a way, in time,” he said. “You might be able to still serve as a tutor, m’lady. Even now, some of our finest scholars pass along their knowledge as fine orators.”

Orators. I took that in, slowly nodding. That might work.

“But I have seen how Captain Greco looks upon you. You are his intended, no?”

“Mayhap,” I allowed.

“I think it is a foregone conclusion,” he said, slightly chiding.

“If we can find our way,” I said. “Given this new obstacle.”

His hand returned to mine. “You are still as worthy a woman now, Luciana, as you were a sennight ago.”

I paused. “Am I? As we have discussed, I do not know what I can do to contribute.”

“Do you love Giulio for what he can do for you?”

I paused. “Nay. Of course not. I love him for who he is.”

“What if he was the blind one?”

That startled me. It wouldn’t matter. I’d help him find a way. But my love for him would remain.

“Those who find love—true love—begin with a foundation that cannot be shaken. Have you ever seen a house or tower built from the ground up, m’lady?”

I shook my head.

“The most important part is the foundation. If the builders do not build it correctly—if they fail to dig out sand and properly fortify the soil, it sinks. There are houses and towers everywhere that slowly lean in time—others that have fallen—because care was not taken for the foundation. What you and Giulio share is a foundation built on true love. Not for what you can do for each other, but because you purely love each other for who you both are. ’Tis much like God’s love for us. He does not care if I am a potter or priest, beggar or baker. I am to accept that my foundation of faith is built on Christ’s overwhelming, unfailing love alone. And a love like that cannot be earned, m’lady. Only accepted.”

I heaved a sigh, thinking through his words. “You have given me a great deal to consider. Thank you, Padre.”

“Of course,” he returned. “Come to see me any time you wish to discuss it further, m’lady. My door is always open.”
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Luciana

As I left the chapel, I heard that Lord Romano and twelve of his men were coming through the gates. Bringing more of our wounded home?

The men called out in glad greeting, but a knight on the wall cried, “Captain Pezzati, Lady Tiliani rides in at a gallop! She is accompanied by Sir Valeri and Lady Ilaria!”

“Leave the gates open for them!” the captain returned as what I assumed were Lord Romano and his wagons drew deeper into the courtyard.

I tensed by the wall, waiting to hear more. Why such haste? The courtyard, so loud and raucous with men, became eerily quiet and still. Only the chickens and horses moved as the trio rode in and pulled up.

“What is it?” Marcello called, at last emerging.

“Fiorentini emissaries approach, bearing a white flag,” Tiliani called, breathless. “They come to speak with you and Papa, Uncle. And Ercole and Beneventi are among them. Fortino swore that they would be given safe passage. Every one of them.”

If it were possible, the courtyard grew quieter still. The gathering rage was palpable.

“They dare to come here,” grunted a man near me.

“Through our own gates,” returned his companion.

Marcello raised his voice so everyone present could hear. “Hear this! These men, arriving shortly, do so as our guests. Until they are once more across the creek, every one of you shall treat them as you would any of the Forellis. If you do not, you shall answer to me.”

With that, action returned. Calls rang out for water and stretchers to transfer the wounded from the Romanos’ wagons to our own quarters. I tapped my way along the wall, and a man fell into step beside me. “May I lend a hand, m’lady? I hear tell your eyesight has not yet returned.”

“Nay, it has not,” I said lightly, trying to place his voice. “But thank you. I am quite able to find my way.”

More men arrived, and I heard Giulio’s name called. I hoped he might glimpse me—managing on my own—and wished these men would leave me alone.

Tiliani’s voice rose above the clamor from the direction of the gate. “Where is my father? I must speak with him at once!”

I paused. She sounded alarmed.

“I think Lady Adri would insist,” said the man near me, taking my distraction with Til for lack of confidence in my path. He took hold of my elbow.

I hesitated. I did not want to make a scene—the Forellis had more than they could handle at the moment—but I wanted it clear I was as independent as ever. “Unhand me, sir. Now. Blind or not, you know what I can do to you.”

His companion laughed.

“I only meant to come to your aid,” groused the first, releasing me.

“And yet if the lady says she need it not, you are to take her at her word,” Giulio said, suddenly behind my shoulder.

“Yes, of course, Captain,” said the first, as if subtly mocking his title. The two turned and departed, muttering between them and laughing. Not every fighting man—even at Castello Forelli—was the finest. With this many men called to serve, we definitely had some edgier dudes on the premises.

I began to tap my way forward again, as if unfazed by Giulio’s presence. Had he seen me on my own? Or only when the men made a move on me?

“What do you suppose the Fiorentini seek?” I asked Giulio. “Why come here? Now?”

“I suppose they wish to avoid further battle, as much as we do. Mayhap they have a compromise in mind.”

“Abandoning Castello Paratore and retreating behind the old boundary line?” I asked with false hope.

“If only it were that simple.”

“If only.” My stick hit the corner of the turret. “I best change into something more formal. Right? Or will m’lords not wish me to be present?”

“We all best be ready,” he said shortly. He seemed to turn toward me, and I could feel his perusal. “I can see that you are putting that stick to good use. Who fashioned it for you?”

“Nico. He knows I am not accustomed to sitting about.”

“That much I know well about you,” he said tenderly, tucking a lock of my hair behind my ear. He knocked on the turret door. A small window opened with a squeak. “Lady Betarrini has returned,” Giulio said. When the guard opened the door, he continued, “Lock the door behind us. I shall escort the lady to her quarters.”

“Yes, Captain,” the man said obediently, the door clanging shut.

“Margarete!” cried Giulio, startling me. “Come and see to your lady!”

“Yes, m’lord! I shall be there in but a moment!” called the girl from down the hall.

Giulio seemed to notice my reaction. “Forgive me.” He took my arm. “I did not mean to frighten you.”

I shook my head and tried to give him a smile. “You do not understand how many visual cues we use. I would have anticipated your shout had I seen you.”

We reached my room, and he opened the door for me. Leaving it open, he followed me in. When I set my stick against my chair, he came around and took my hands in his. “I missed you this morning, beloved.” He brought them up and tenderly kissed my knuckles, one after the other.

“I missed you too,” I admitted. How I’d longed to be astride a horse, on patrol! “And yet I had a very helpful conversation with Father Giovanni.”

“You did?” he asked, hope flooding his tone.

“I did.”

“Of what did you speak?”

“Ahh, I am not yet ready to share.”

“Fair enough. I am glad you sought him out. He is a fine man.”

“He is indeed.”

“May I return to escort you to the Great Hall, once you are changed?”

I thought about that. Part of me had wanted to arrive solo. But I knew neither Giulio nor my brother would be okay with that. Nor was it probably wise. “Yes, please.”

“I’ll be right outside,” he whispered, leaning closer to softly kiss my temple, sending shivers down my neck and arms as he reluctantly pulled away. Did I imagine it, or was he eyeing my lips? I turned toward him, inviting him to kiss me—truly kiss me—but the maid arrived then.

“Oh!” Margarete said. “Forgive me.”

“Nay!” he said. “Stay. I am leaving now, reluctant though I may be. I shall await my lady in the hall.”

“She shall be ready shortly,” the girl promised.

He closed the door gently behind him, and Margarete guided my hands to the back of the chair. “Let us get you changed. I think you ought to wear the olive gown. Captain Greco favors you in green.”

I smiled in agreement, finding hope in wanting to look especially fine for Giulio on this day. Finding hope in wanting him to kiss me—thoroughly kiss me again, blind or not. Finding hope in the fact that for the first time in days, my head did not ache. But also for the Fiorentini—that they might witness that they could blind me, but not keep me down.

“Yes, Margarete,” I said. “That gown would be lovely.”

[image: * * *]

Tiliani

I made my way through the mass of men in the courtyard, my entire body on alert, from heel to scalp. Many were as silent and tense as I was. Wondering where this would lead, if anywhere at all. Might we avoid another battle? War?

I hoped so. As I sought out my father, I itched for my bow, my quiver. Gall rose in my throat as I thought of those lost on the fields before Castello Romano. Aurelio, for one. Among so many others. Now here arrived Andrea Ercole and Lord Beneventi, thinking we could simply move past the horrible memories, not yet a fortnight old. Forget the dead and dying. The injustice!

Ercole had not once shown himself a purveyor of peace. He always had ulterior motives. What were they this time? The more I considered potential answers, the more I concluded we must not enter this meeting with mere hope and goodwill. We must be prepared for the unexpected. A threat, at the very least. What does he want?

I had to speak with Papa before they arrived. My uncle, too, if I could. To make a plan. Or at the very least, prepare to receive our enemy as one unified body.

I glanced at my hand, saw that it trembled, and quickly fisted it, hoping no one noticed. That battle had taken a part of me, I admitted to myself. I had engaged in skirmishes, attacks, before. But none had taken from me as the battle on Castello Romano’s field had.

There, I had lost friends.

Brothers. Family. Aurelio. And nearly, my cousin Luciana.

And that left me spoiling for revenge.

Finally, I heard my father’s voice over the din of men milling about. “Tiliani! Over here!”

I turned and spied him beside the entry to the Great Hall, beckoning to me. “Papa, may I have a word?” I asked, as soon as I reached him.

With a wave of dismissal to the two knights on either side of him, he immediately ushered me into the armory and closed the door. “What is it?”

“Ercole comes bearing a white flag, but he shall pursue more than peace.”

“Undoubtedly,” Papa said with a nod. “’Tis too soon for him to offer it. He would aim to bring us lower, first. Strive to hold something over our heads.” He paced, tapping his chin. “I have long wondered why he returned you to us after the battle.”

“Because we agreed to his terms—”

Papa shook his head. “He could have demanded more. Perhaps he is here to do so now.” He shot me a warning look. “Mayhap he comes to collect a traitorous Fiorentini.”

I faltered. “Val-Valentino?”

Papa covered my shoulder with a warm hand. I longed for him to give me some hint of a jest, break out into one of his customary cheeky smiles, but he was utterly sober. “You must prepare yourself, Til. Ercole may be here for him.”

I gaped at him. “Why?”

“Some Fiorentini soldiers at Castello Paratore were previously loyal to Aurelio and therefore to their captain, Valeri. Perhaps Ercole wishes to remove any temptation of shifting loyalties by making an example of him.”

I tried to swallow but found no moisture in my mouth. “We-we cannot allow it,” I gasped, my heart twisting at the idea of them taking Val from us—from me—even though we were at odds. Aurelio’s loss had crippled us both. In time, as we healed, we would find our way back to each other.

But did Ercole have the right to demand we hand Val over to him? Was there some Fiorentini law regarding traitors that would give him license?

I steeled myself. It mattered not. For we stood on Sienese land.

Even with the door closed, we could hear the gate guards, announcing the arrival of the Fiorentini. Papa turned to go, but I grabbed his arm. “You shall speak to Zio Marcello?” I asked, hating the desperation in my tone but unable to curb it. “Ask him to help protect Valentino?”

He cradled my face. “I know you love him, Til. And we owe him a great deal. Do you trust me to do my best?”

“Always.”

But even as I uttered the word, I felt the sinking futility of it. Because time and again, we had done our best to fight Lord Ercole. And somehow, he always ended up on top.

I followed him into the courtyard, coming alongside Domenico. He clenched his hands at his sides when Ercole rode through the gates, head held high.

I bumped Nico with my shoulder. “No one wants that man dead more than I.”

“Of that I am uncertain. That’s the man that stabbed my sister.”

“One of his many crimes,” I said. I nudged him again, half fearing he might leap at Ercole as he rode toward us. “Look at me, Domenico.”

He reluctantly turned his dark brown eyes toward me for a moment.

“Breathe. No one shall touch any of the Fiorentini while they are inside our walls. To do so would end this very fragile peace. And possibly Fortino’s life. Understood?”

“What if I find a way to hurt him but no one sees?” he hissed.

“Do not. My cousin gave his word.”

I turned to stare at the contingent of men, now dismounting by the stables. The young Beneventi offered an arm of greeting, but my father and uncle did not step forward to greet him in kind, leaving their own arms crossed.

Lord Beneventi looked about—every man, woman, and child staring at them as if we all wished to throw them into a fire—and then back to my elders. “Lord Forelli, might we retire someplace private to speak? Take some refreshment?”

“You are not a guest in this house,” my father retorted. “As for privacy, there is no need. Say what you must, and then be on your way.”

Beneventi brought up his chin as Ercole stepped up beside him. “Come now, Lord Forelli,” he said. “We have as much rationale as you to be furious. Our family lost a fair fortune to Romano.” He paused to glance back at Ercole, Piccolomini, and the rest. “And we lost as many men as you did. Including my father at the hands of Sir Valeri.” He glanced around, as if looking for Valentino. Ercole did too. My heart raced.

My uncle poked a finger in Ercole’s direction. “I shall say it once more. Your father was duped by that man, and it seems you were, too. You believed Lord Romano stole your father’s chest of gold? I can guarantee that Andrea Ercole now has it distributed among his mercenaries, the chest itself buried in the forest. And now you are here to defend him and his false border?”

“I am here to defend Firenze and her land. But come, let us set aside our differences and—”

“Our differences?” my uncle sputtered. “More than four score of our men were killed defending an innocent man and his castello. Nearly as many were injured. And yes, you . . . you lost similar scores, including the only Paratore I have ever counted as a friend,” he said, stepping forward to look down his nose at the man. “Your father murdered Aurelio Paratore. Never have I seen such a vicious, cowardly move. Pretending to acquiesce, and then stabbing him?”

“It had to be done. Paratore betrayed Firenze, as well as our family.”

“He was defending innocence!”

“He rode to your aid,” Ercole sneered. He said it as if we were vermin, and Beneventi nodded and crossed his arms.

I stifled a sigh. It seemed the son was as gullible as his father.

“He rode to the aid of all who were dedicated to protecting the innocent and defending truth,” Lord Romano said as he pressed closer. Papa grabbed and held one of his arms. The poor man looked like he had personally borne the weight of every knight who had died on his soil.

Beneventi and Romano stood there, nostrils flaring, precariously close to coming to blows.

“Mayhap we should tell you why we have come,” said Lord Piccolomini, trying to intervene.

“Please,” Lord Romano sneered, still not letting his eyes drop from Beneventi. Zio Marcello put a hand on his shoulder, but Romano brushed it away. Still, he seemed to remember himself and managed to take a half step back.

“Get on with it,” Papa said, gesturing to Lord Piccolomini.

The man fished a scroll from a pocket beneath his tunic, untied it, and handed it to Zio Marcello.

My uncle unfurled the scroll, scanned it, and then frowned at Beneventi. A vein at his temple bulged with rage as he handed it to Lord Romano. Seeing his expression of warning, the man whipped it from his hands and, with jaw clenched, began to read.

“You jest,” he said, shaking his head, glancing up at Beneventi.

“We do not,” Beneventi returned.

Lord Romano’s face, already red, became an even deeper shade as he read it through again. Zio Marcello leaned toward Papa to whisper in his ear. Lord Romano threw the scroll to the ground between them and took Lord Beneventi’s tunic in his hands. “My daughter is but eleven years old.”

His daughter? What was this?

Knights on either side pried apart the men, and Papa stepped between them, a hand on either man’s chest. “Hold!” he cried. “I said hold!”

Beneventi straightened his tunic with a huff and glared at Romano. “Lord Ercole is, of course, willing to wait until she comes of age,” he said, gesturing toward Andrea.

I struggled to understand. This was—a marriage contract? Between the young Lady Romano and Ercole? Nay . . . Please, God. Nay!

My skin crawled at the thought of it. The filth had made a bid for a bride only eleven years old?

“In turn,” Beneventi said, ignoring the sputtering Romano, “we shall forgive your debt to me and begin to establish more friendly ties between our two republics.” He lifted his hands. “We are reluctant neighbors, no? But the fact remains—our properties shall always form the boundary line. Why must we constantly battle? Lord Forelli was on the right track when he sought a marriage alliance with Lord Paratore. Let us resolve this in kind.”

Zio Marcello scoffed. “You know as well as I that it shall not be that simple.”

“’Twill be simple if both sides honor the agreement,” Vanni said, taking charge of the negotiations. “You are clearly fond of the Romano clan, Lord Forelli. We shall find young Celeste a tutor and governess to accompany her to Castello Paratore, or Lord Romano may choose them himself. Over the coming seasons, she shall gradually feel at home and become fond of Lord Ercole before ’tis time for their nuptials.”

Now my skin was truly crawling. This was not the first of such unions. Royals certainly made such agreements all the time, and some nobles followed suit. But most children were allowed to remain in their own homes until they came of age, not fostered in their intended’s. And if they were fostered, it was generally among a robust family with plenty of women to protect and love the child—not a military compound like Ercole’s home was likely to be. The thought of that precious little girl trapped in Ercole’s lair . . .

The courtyard was rife with shouts of outrage and furious whisperings. Romano turned to argue quietly with my father.

“Of course, there is another option,” Ercole said placatingly, quieting us all. He stretched out a hand toward me. “The Lady Tiliani could take my hand.”

If my stomach roiled before, it was nothing compared to this. Ercole met my eyes. “You were betrothed to a Paratore once before. Why not accept me in his stead?”

Somehow I knew this was what he’d wanted all along. He had never planned to come after Val. And little Celeste was a pawn. I was the true prize.

The entire courtyard went silent, and I fought for breath. Either I sacrificed myself or I sacrificed Celeste.

“You cannot refuse us,” Lord Vanni said. “For if you do, we shall attack again, and this time, not leave until we are in control of both Castello Romano and Castello Forelli. Siena shall lose this corner of her republic, along with many of her people. Mayhap both of your families. Lord Beneventi shall assume control of your castello, Lord Romano, and Lord Ercole shall assume control of Castello Forelli.”

Men all around us erupted, jeering, shouting, threatening.

“We either establish peace,” Vanni shouted, regaining the floor, “which shall benefit us all—via improved trade—or we shall exact payment the more difficult way.”
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