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For the River Tribe—this one’s purely for you, my friends.


Thanks for your passionate encouragement and enthusiasm. 
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PREPARATIONS





Late Autumn, 1345











  
  
[image: image-placeholder]



EVANGELIA





“So, what say you, carina?” Luca asked me, calling me his little love. “Did you not promise long ago that if I returned to you from battle, we would speak of a certain blue dress?”

I laughed under my breath and gripped his arm more tightly, used to his constant teasing. But this specific subject always set me on edge.

We were walking to our favorite hill for an autumn picnic, a habit we’d gotten into since things had settled down on the northern front. For months now, Firenze had kept to their side of the newly reestablished border, apparently content to rest from battle, as we were. And even though the wind now held the chill of deep November, still we came to this hill once a week to gain some privacy.

“M’lady?”

I glanced up at him as we walked, for the first time seeing the intent expression in his green eyes, noting his tone of seriousness. He usually dropped the marriage subject when I refused to engage. He was sweet and sensitive like that. But today the muscles in his jaw tensed, like they did when addressing his men or talking over the day’s plans with Marcello. Or when he was thinking about kissing me.

“Oh, Luca. We’ve addressed this. I said we’d speak of it,” I said, looking down to the calf-high grasses, brown and dry as autumn prepared to give way to winter. “Make plans. Dream of that beautiful day.”

“Come now, love. We both know you promised more than that.”

I glanced up at him and then quickly away. “Luca, there is none but you in my heart. But the idea of…” I swallowed hard, feeling the familiar heat of a blush on my cheek. “The idea of…carrying a child, as Gabi is now…” I shook my head. “’Tis enough to anticipate one babe in the face of an uncertain future. We need not tempt God with sending us another.”

He shrugged my hand loose, took several quick, long strides ahead to then turn and face me. He held up a hand and I stopped. 

“I do not understand,” he said, squinting at me. “How does Marcello and Gabriella’s joy keep us from our own? Why would it?”

I brushed past him and finished our climb to the top of the hill, then flung out the blanket I’d carried, trying to gather my thoughts, my argument. He was right behind me. I sat down and looked up at him, waiting for him to join me. But he stood there with his hands on his hips, clearly wanting an answer.

“Consider it, Luca. There is already enough risk happening in our family,” I said. “Remember? With what is to come?”

He took a deep breath through his nostrils, flung himself down on the blanket beside me, and rolled onto his back. He shook his head, then shifted to his side, taking my hand in his. 

“So we are to be held captive by what is to come, too? Live in fear of what might be rather than rejoice in what we’ve been given for certain? Should we not embrace these years of freedom before it is upon us?”

I gave him a small smile. I loved him. I did. But the thought of being his wife…being intimate with him…perhaps becoming pregnant as my sister had…

Then facing the coming plague…

Not only worried about my family, Luca, Marcello, my future niece or nephew, but my own babe as well…

I shook my head and stood up, pacing back and forth, wringing my hands. “I can’t, Luca. Not yet. Not until we are through it. Past it.”

He rose slowly, his face full of consternation. I let him approach and gently take hold of my arms, and looked up into the face I loved so well.

“Saints above, Lia, what are you saying? That we cannot wed for…years? This illness—you have suggested it would take some time to be through with us, yes?”

I swallowed hard. Would he wait for me that long?

Was I risking…us?

“Do you not see? The plague…Luca, it will take a third—even half—of every city and town and castello. Mayhap more.”

“I do.” His frown deepened, as did the pressure from his fingers. “But Evangelia, my love, do you not see? That means two-thirds, or half, will survive.” His eyebrows lifted and met at the top in frustration. “And aren’t your parents doing everything possible to make certain we are in that portion?”

“What does it matter if we put off our betrothal for a few more years?” I asked, breaking away from him, taking a step back. “We have only been formally courting a year and—” 

“For you,” he said, cutting me off, making a slicing motion with his hand. He saw my sick expression and groaned, clenched his hand and looked to the sky, then back to me. He took my hands in his, and they felt warm and welcome around my own. 

“Evangelia,” he breathed, leaning down to rest his forehead against mine. “You’ve had my heart since the beginning. But it does not matter,” he said, such pain and angst in his tone that it made me want to cry in earnest. “Because whether I’d been yours for a day or a decade, I’d feel it as an eternity. All I want,” he said, lifting a hand to stroke my cheek and look into my eyes, “is to be your husband, and you, my wife. ’Tis all I want,” he repeated, so faintly I could barely make out the words. “Please,” he said, sinking to one knee, my hands in his. “Please. Will you not trust our future to the hands of God? Will you not be my bride? Now, rather than later?”

My heart pulled at me, begged me to say yes. To nod and watch him rise to his feet, face alight. To have him lift me in his arms and laugh in my ear.

But I couldn’t.

I’d risked everything to be here, to stay here, with my family. With him! Wasn’t it enough? For now?

I just couldn’t put anything else on the line. Not even for Luca.

“’Tis only a few more years,” I whispered, begging him with my eyes. “Mayhap three or four? That’s all I need. The worst of what is to come should be past us by then.”

He let out a sound of exasperation, rose on leaden feet and paced away from me again, his hands in fists at his side. He stood there for a minute, maybe two, before I dared to come up beside him, wrapping my hands around his arm and resting my cheek on his shoulder. “Evangelia. You realize that one of us could die in a hundred different ways even before this plague is upon us? In battle? From another illness? Saints, Lia, one of us could fall down the well while fetching water and break our neck. We cannot live in fear. We cannot.”

“I understand,” I muttered, feeling miserable and guilty. “But this is one risk that we don’t have to take. Something we can control. What if we both perish? We can still love each other without the risk of bearing a child who might end up an orphan.”

I could feel the rapid beat of his pulse. “’Tis a false belief,” he said in a measured way. “We control nothing, my love. Our lives, our futures are in the hands of God, not our own.”

I sighed heavily. “I guess we must agree to disagree.”

He turned and faced me again, his expression grim. “What sort of nonsensical phrase from the future is that?”

I shrugged, feeling the heat of a blush on my face. “’Tis only something we say when we tire of arguing.”

“Well, that is not how it is done here. Now. In this place that you’ve said is your own. Here, we discuss until we are in agreement, one way or another.”

He was clearly angry, gesticulating with agitated moves. I shifted uncomfortably. He hardly ever was frustrated with me. 

He cocked his head and folded his arms. “Tell me the truth, Evangelia. Do you still think about returning? Leaving this and all that threatens us behind? Leaving me?” The last two words were quieter, laced with pain.

I felt heat on my neck and cheeks anew. Until he’d said the words, I hadn’t really allowed myself to fully consider it. But yes, it was true. Ever since Gabi had figured out that she was pregnant, I’d thought of the tomb, the time portal, as our escape route if the worst happened. At least for some of us…

“Evangelia,” he whispered.

I put my fingers to my temples, massaging away the sudden throb. “Mayhap,” I admitted. “If there was no other option. We would have to return to the tunnel.”

He paused for a long moment, then gently put his index knuckle under my chin and lifted it. “Say that again,” he said grimly, looking into my eyes, demanding my honesty.

“If there was no other option, Luca,” I said again, a bit louder. Feeling the misery. Desperately wanting him to understand, to support me. “If we had to save Gabi’s baby, or Mom. Any of us.”

It was as if I’d hit him. His green eyes looked into mine, back and forth, before he sucked in his breath. I saw tears rise in his eyes. I’d told him, promised, pledged that I would stay. That my life was here, with my family…with him. But now I’d admitted I kept an exit plan in the back of my mind.

“You would leave me. Leave us,” he said flatly. “Uncertain that you could return.”

“To save my family? Yes,” I said.

“A family. Of which I am clearly not part,” he said.

“No! I didn’t intend—Luca, you know what I am saying.”

“Do I?” Pain etched every line of his face. He looked down at the ground, digging the toe of his boot into a dry clump of grass, thinking. After a moment, he leveled a gaze at me. “You are right,” he said, slowly nodding, and my stomach dropped. “I understand your intentions now, all too clearly. I have been a fool, chasing after you. Losing my heart to you. When you never could be mine forever. I shall leave you in peace now.”

“No, Luca,” I said, my heart breaking as he turned to walk down the hill, feeling the tearing between us. “Luca,” I groaned, a ball forming in my throat.

But he did not turn.

“Luca!”

He left me there, on our picnic hill.

I sat down, alone on the blanket, his form growing smaller in the distance.

And then I gave into the ache inside and wept.
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EVANGELIA





Many things fueled my tears. 

Frustration that he couldn’t understand, wouldn’t understand.

Indignation that he’d said he’d wait forever but clearly hadn’t meant it.

Anger that Gabi had pretty much railroaded us all into this crazy medieval life.

Irritation that I seemed to get a grip on my fear about the future one week but then fell right back into it the next.

Fear for Gabi’s unborn child alongside one of my own…and the idea of placing them in two little coffins.

Yeah, it was pretty dark, I know. But the plague? C’mon, not many American teens had to tackle that big of a threat. I mean, we’d dealt with Covid. But the Black Plague?

The thought of how bad it would get made me cry again, thinking about all the people I already loved in the castello, and how half of them might die. Having to bury Fortino had pretty much wrecked us. Same with all the knights who had died in battle after battle, and some of the villagers who had not survived their injuries or illness, no matter how hard my mom tried to save them. We wept over them too.

Then there’d been that time that Luca had contracted what Mom thought had been a minor strain of plague that swept through Italia before, scaring us that it had come early. I remembered seeing him down, weak with fever, with those terrible buboes all over his body…I shivered and wiped my face and hugged myself, rocking slightly. No, once was enough. I couldn’t share my heart and future with anyone else, besides all the people I loved already. Not fully. I was already exposed on too many fronts. Weak, and practically begging the universe to hand me a nice, fat pain sandwich. And that thought made me cry even harder.

“Evangelia?” asked a tentative voice from a short distance away. “Are you in need of assistance?”

I looked up and saw Adela Forelli and Tomas on horseback. They had started to take a daily ride like Luca and I had our picnics, seeking time alone. It was clear to anyone that they were practically inseparable. Their shared look of worry over me made my throat clog with new tears. 

“Nay, I am well,” I managed, swallowing hard against the ball in my throat. Tomas—I might’ve confided in. But Adela? It’d be too weird, given that she was Luca’s sister and all.

Tomas looked around, confusion etching lines in his round face. “Where is Captain Forelli?”

“Captain Forelli?” I repeated, stalling for a time. “He’s back at the castello. I-I wanted…I decided to take a bit of time for myself.”

“Luca knows you are here. By yourself. But he chooses to be in the castello,” Adela repeated, clearly not believing me. “My brother wouldn’t give you the chance to be by yourself if he could be beside you.” She cast me a wry grin.

“Yes, well…we had a bit of a falling out.” I said the last part in a rush, as if in confession.

“Ah,” Tomas said, lifting his chin, his wise eyes seeming to note my tear-stained cheeks for the first time. He looked at Adela again and, after she nodded, Tomas slid from his saddle and went over to lift her down from her mare.

I barely managed to stifle my groan. The last thing I wanted was company, well meaning as they might be. And especially these two. The dynamic God-duo, an ex-priest and an ex-almost-nun. I could practically hear the sermon already. But there was no stopping them. They sat down on either side of me, hugging their legs. At least Tomas had ditched the robe that he’d once worn. Their clothing was simple, but more normal. Tomas’s hair was even growing in a bit where he’d once shaved it, an awkward inch-long fuzz that made Gabi and me giggle.

“What has you two quarreling?” Adela asked gently.

I felt the tension gather between my shoulders, torn between sharing everything and telling them to mind their own business.

When I didn’t give an answer, Tomas said, “Would it not ease your heart to speak of it, m’lady?” He reached over to pick a long stalk of drying grass and began to splinter off the seed head, bit by bit, letting the wind carry it away.

“Nay, I think not,” I said, standing abruptly. “Please, my friends. We packed a picnic that we’re clearly not going to eat. The greatest thing you might do for me is to sit here and enjoy this pretty afternoon and eat our cured boar and bread. It’ll be quite delicious.”

“Evangelia, are you certain—” Adela began.

“Yes, yes, I’m certain,” I said hurriedly. I felt badly, cutting them off when they were only trying to help, but I knew that anything I said within Adela’s hearing would be repeated to Luca. And Luca and I had shared enough words today, directly or indirectly.

I liked Adela well enough. We got along. But I seemed to stir an odd sense of competition with her. Maybe it was because she’d been gone from Luca’s life for so long—off at the nunnery until she realized it wasn’t her calling—and had only just returned to find me competing for his attention. Maybe she had thought it was going to be just like it had been ten years ago when she left for the convent. Luca had been only a young teen then.

I bet he’d been adorable when she left—spending his days with Marcello, creating mock battles in the forest, building forts, or finding hot springs to skinny-dip in. It made me smile wistfully, longing for Luca to regale me again with tales of their boisterous boyhood with a big grin on his face. Anything to un-see that look of pain in his eyes…

I glanced back and glimpsed the chubby Tomas gleefully diving into our picnic basket as if they’d just discovered treasure and Adela smiling and shaking her head at him before looking back at me. Seeing me all too clearly, I thought. As the girl who might make her brother happy…or destroy him.

Only one person could help me sort this out. Gabi. But she’d already made her decision, and I wasn’t going to bring it up again. I’d agreed to stay here, with her. With Mom and Dad. But I’d never said I’d risk it all. I never said I’d risk my heart. Or babies.

And the thought of watching Luca die…or our child…

Well, the thought of that made my heart break into a thousand little pieces.



GABRIELLA



I hauled the bucket over the edge of the well and paused, gasping. My hand went to my belly, and I looked around furtively. Had anyone seen me pause?

Thankfully, it appeared not. Everyone was busy with preparation for the upcoming harvest feast in the castello, and they were scurrying to accomplish three-times their normal duties… That was why I decided to fetch my own water for my room. The last thing I was going to do was play the whole Lady-of-the-Castello-Card just because I was preggers. I was still trying to get a grip on the idea of it myself, frankly, even though my belly was as round as half a Tuscan melon now. I was just glad I’d stopped feeling the need to vomit my guts out every hour. That first trimester was enough to make a girl swear off sex forever.

But then I caught sight of my husband. And just seeing him stride toward me, every inch of him the most handsome Italian knight I’d ever met, and realizing anew that he was mine, my husband, forever…and, well, I knew we’d likely end up with a ton of kids eventually. The guy was just so irresistible. The way he was scowling at me, silently chastising me for drawing a heavy bucket, all love and concern— 

“Gabriella,” he growled, wrapping one arm around my waist and taking hold of the bucket handle. “What are you doing? You well know your mother said to lift nothing over a stone’s weight.”

“Everyone’s so busy,” I said, squirming away, aware that we were already drawing every eye in the courtyard. “The least I could do was fetch my own bath water.”

“I shall bring it,” he said, lifting the bucket and then picking up the second, which was waiting on the ground. “If you need something during this season of the feast, tell me, and I shall see it done.”

As if he wasn’t busy enough, I thought, meekly following him. Even though I gave him a tender smile for his thoughtfulness, I hated this new sensation of weakness, helplessness. It brought back memories of being wounded. I much preferred feeling strong, wielding a sword. The whole Little-Woman-with-Child scenario? Yeah, that didn’t set well with me.

“Lord Forelli!” Luca called, just as we were entering the turret door that led to our quarters. We paused and waited as he jogged up to us. His green eyes slid from Marcello then back to me. “Lord and Lady Greco have returned from their travels. They sent us an invitation to join them to sup this night.”

Marcello glanced at me. Both men were well aware that I preferred to steer clear of our enemy’s old castle, Castello Paratore, even if it was now Castello Greco. The walls just held too many bad memories. But I steeled myself.

“We shall go,” I said, lightly, trying to take the bucket from Marcello. But he didn’t release it until I met his gaze and gave him an assuring smile.

“We shall go,” Marcello repeated to Luca.

The captain of his guard, his cousin, nodded once.

“You and Evangelia are to attend as well?”

Luca paused. “We are all invited. But I shall stay here and see to the safety of the keep while you’re away, and send others to guard you.”

Marcello quirked an eyebrow. “You’d allow Evangelia to go without you?”

Luca took a breath. “’Tis best if the lady and I are not in the same room.”

I frowned in confusion, and we both turned to fully face him, but he held up his hands. “Nay, nay. I do not wish to discuss it. Some things are only between the two of us, much as we like to share everything else in this castello.”

I pursed my lips. I’d get it out of Lia later. Whatever silly tiff this was, they could just get over it. 

“She’ll come,” I said. “And you must too, Luca. Rodolfo and Alessandra need our support. Let us go and help them celebrate a new beginning for the old castello.”

He lifted his hands and cocked his head, a hint of that familiar grin on his lips. But trouble lurked around his eyes. “You know I am always eager to partake in good company, especially when ample wine and food are before us. See if your sister can tolerate the idea. Perhaps if we are seated at opposite ends of the table…”

“It cannot be as bad as all that,” Marcello said. “I want you with us. No further discussion.”

“Yes, m’lord,” he said faintly. His tone let me know it was much more serious than I had thought. What in the world had happened? “I’ll have the squires saddle horses for us,” he said, “and form a guard as the sun sets.”

“Thank you, Luca,” I said, reaching out and squeezing his arm. “Might you send a squire with word to my father, over in the storehouse? And to my mother at the tombs?”

“Consider it done, m’lady,” he said with a quick bow. Then he turned on his heel and left us.

Mom left each morn for the Etruscan tombs with six men in tow to help her dig. They’d unearthed six of the twelve dome-like structures. Luca liked it because it put some of his bored knights to good physical work each day, even if they thought the project odd and shared superstitious glances. He’d loved putting them to work on the new wing of the castello—the barracks for the knights, the storehouse, the latrine. But as it came close to completion, more specialized work was needed than brute strength, so fewer knights were used—leaving some free to go with Mom.

I checked Lia’s room, the den, and Mom’s new solarium, but she wasn’t to be found. Weary and worried, I returned to our quarters. We’d changed up the rooms since our wedding, adding a library between what was once Marcello’s father’s cavernous room and the more intimate bedroom that was once his mother’s. Here, we had a massive table surrounded by bookshelves, and on one wall, a lovely world map that my parents had found in Rome and made a wedding gift to us. We were delighted to do our part to preserve such a historical treasure. We four Betarrinis were a tad obsessed with its missing seas and undiscovered landmasses and sea monsters depicted in vast swaths of water—oceans that would not give way to the New World for another hundred years or so.

Once in a while we were able to forget we’d traveled back in time nearly seven hundred years. The rudimentary world map, and things like the lack of a real bathroom—were constant reminders. But the pangs of loss were diminishing the longer we stayed. In many ways it seemed like we had always been here. That we were where we had always meant to be.

Marcello was settled in his chair at the end of the table, going through a stack of papers, dipping his quill in ink and signing various documents while Leo, the skinny new steward, stood over his shoulder, quietly introducing one matter and then another. Mostly their business had to do with the harvest and quantities Marcello wished to store or sell, but when I entered, they were talking about a nearby vineyard that had been stripped of all its remaining grapes during the early morning hours as the vintner slept.

“Inform Captain Forelli,” Marcello said. “We will not tolerate such thievery. Tell him that I wish for patrols to be assigned through the night, if necessary. It will be good to give the men something to do anyway.”

“As you wish,” said Leo, who was fairly new to us from Siena. He’d served one of the Nine there until the man took sick and died. Aware of his reputation of having a “sound mind and admirable counsel,” Marcello had eagerly employed him. It took a great deal to manage the Forelli estate, and as Marcello prepared to resign his position as one of the Nine, it was even more vital that we squeeze every bit of profit we could out of what was ours.

I turned to my own correspondence, partly wishing I could skip the social niceties expected of me as Lady Forelli. Since it was known that I could read and write, it was understood that I would write to each of the other eight women who were wives of the Nine every month—a task I always put off until the last minute. And it was especially hard doing it this month, knowing that I would soon not have to do this sort of thing after Marcello resigned. 

But today Marcello was still one of the Nine, and a messenger was set to ride come first light. I’d procrastinated long enough, totally the laziest lady of the land. But let’s face it. There was a part of me that would take a good high school essay assignment over such silly social niceties. For the love…

The only girl I looked forward to hearing from and seeing at these gigs was Lady Inirina Spovilie. She lived on the far western side of Siena, in a castello that was a stronghold for the republic—much like Castello Forelli was on the Northeast side—and seemed to be nutsy-in-love with her husband, with his too-big nose and wide grin that made it impossible to not smile when in his company. Lord Manuel, I reminded myself. I was horrible with names. But his wife, Inirina, was the only one of the other eight I enjoyed playing pen-pals with. The rest were old, nosey ladies. Well, not old-old. Most were five to twenty years older. 

I sighed, set a sheet of parchment before me, and uncorked my ink. I’d start with Lady Spovilie. Then I could just do abbreviated copies for the rest of ’em. But after I told Inirina of what was to come through the feast—knowing her home was probably in a similar state—and telling her how I was eager to see her attend our Yuletide celebration in Siena, I had a serious Nap Attack. I let a yawn go, stretching, aware that I’d drawn Leo’s eye. He was Mr. Proper-Pants. He wouldn’t like the lady of the house daring to yawn without covering her mouth, let alone stretch. 

I hid a smile and corked my ink, then rose, holding my hands out to my husband until Marcello took them and looked up.

“Leaving so soon, m’lady?” His eyes shifted pointedly to my lone letter on the table, then back to me. He kissed one of my hands.

“I must retire for a bit and rest before we dress and leave for Castello Greco.” 

He nodded, and I could see some irritation with me in his chocolate brown eyes. It was apparently Seriously Important that I share the latest gossip with these Nine Girls. Maybe he felt it would help him with what was to come. I knew he was sweating the resignation, but sheesh, would a few sentences from me really grease the wheel?

I shoved away my thousandth wish for progressive thought and gave Marcello a small smile. “I shall return, m’lord, to finish the letters before we leave this eve. I promise.”

I was rewarded with a small smile before he released my hands and cocked a brow at Leo, waiting for the man to introduce the next item of business. As I eased through the hidden door and into our bedroom, with its ceiling covered in stars and a fire burning low in the corner, I glanced back at him. He was rubbing his forehead as if it ached, listening to Leo drone on, and I bit my lip. In some ways, I wished we could go back in time to before he was in charge of it all. Even if we were in constant battle with Firenze, it had somehow been easier to face the big enemy before us than the hundred niggling things that now weighed on my young Tuscan lord’s mind and heart.

He closed his eyes and said something lowly to Leo, and then smiled, clearly having cracked a joke. Despite it all, I still knew him to be the man I loved and admired. Life had changed for us—all of us—but I was right where I was supposed to be.

His eyes found me, still peeking at him from around the door. “M’lady? Are you in need of something?”

“Nay, nay,” I said, offering him a tender smile. “I have all I could ever need,” I whispered, gently closing the door behind me.


      [image: image-placeholder]I awakened from my nap an hour later, aware that I dare not return to my lazy, warm slumber beneath the thick covers if I was to make good on my promise to my husband. I went to the buckets of water in the corner and poured one into a basin, undressed, then quickly washed my face and body. The hair would have to be washed tomorrow—I’d never get it dry in time for our trip over to Castello Greco. But I did run damp fingers through it, then thoroughly combed it. Giacinta would come and do something proper with it.

Hopefully, she was downstairs in the lady’s maid’s room, and not on one of Cook’s hundred errands. The most I could do with my hair was a ponytail or braid. I’d need Giacinta if I was to wrestle it into the elaborate knots that were required of the gorget—a sheer throat cloth that was attached to the hair. It wasn’t my favorite, but it was respectable, and after shirking my pen-pal duties earlier, I knew Marcello would appreciate the effort. He’d often said he liked how it framed my face. Add to that the fact that we were going to see none other than Lord Rodolfo Greco—a guy who had once done some Serious Flirting with me—and I was all about playing the role of the demure, satisfied matron. Alessandra didn’t need to feel any threat or competition from me. Only neighborly love.

I shook out a dark green gown from a trunk, biting my lip in consternation over the wrinkles in it. But I knew from experience that they would likely ease in an hour or two. I’d just get new ones on the ride across the miles, anyway. Lia and I had lobbied for proper closets, but Mom and Dad had nixed that idea with their endless warnings about changing tradition and history. To us, bringing fourteenth-century Italians knowledge about closets before their time seemed minor. And like a big plus for us. But we’d lost that battle, as we had so many others. 

Giacinta knocked quickly on the door and peeked in. “M’lady?”

“Oh, good, come in,” I said, waving her forward. I turned toward her, the green gown half draped across me. “Is this suitable for dinner?”

“Yes, m’lady,” she said. “’Tis a fine choice.”

I didn’t know why I had asked. There were only about three options. I had a total of ten gowns, a wealth by medieval standards. But most of them were far too snug already on my growing curves brought on by the little lord or lady in my womb.

“I shall summon the tailor and his seamstresses after the feast,” Giacinta said, helping me into the gown and beginning to lace up the back as I stood in front of the splotchy looking glass.

I grimaced, feeling the tug and pull. “Oh no, is this one getting too small, too?” I stared in consternation as my breasts pillowed upward from the front. Thankfully, it had an empire waist, and the ample skirt fell directly downward. But the boobage was somewhat alarming. I wanted to be the demure matron, not the neighborhood vamp, right?

“Mayhap it is the last time you might wear it until your baby is born,” she said, casting me a rueful smile over my shoulder via the mirror.

I tugged upward on the neckline, but it was useless. “Let’s try the gold instead.”

“Ahh, it has a stain.”

“Drat. Well, the dark purple then?”

“A tear. Remember?”

“But you sewed it up.”

“Which makes it suitable for Castello Forelli, but not for a visit to Castello Greco. It might be seen as a slight,” she said gently. “This dress is fine, m’lady.”

“Are you certain?” I turned back to my reflection.

“I am. Wear the gown tonight and I shall see about letting it out at the seams on the morrow.”

“At this rate, I’ll be in sack cloth by next week if the tailor doesn’t hasten to us.”

She smiled. “I doubt that, m’lady,” she said, smoothing out my shoulder seams and tugging down the sleeves. Even they seemed tight. It was like my entire body was swelling. Like the week before my period. Except every week was that way now. I yanked at my sleeves until they were in place, hoping they wouldn’t cut off circulation. If need be, I’d slip into the privy and take my knife to them.

Giacinta set a stool before the mirror and combed through my hair again as I pouted at my reflection.

“I’m a sausage stuffed in too tight a casing,” I muttered.

“Nonsense,” she said, a tiny smile on her bow of lips. “You are radiant. Glowing.”

“Give me another few months. I’ll have to stay in these rooms and not come out until the baby is born, or all will talk of the She-Wolf becoming a giant She-Cow.”

“I doubt that, m’lady,” she said with a smile, winding a coil of hair backward and pinning it at the nape of my neck. “Besides, I thought you were fervently against people making assumptions of others simply because of how they appeared.”

“Yes, yes,” I groaned, wincing as she pinned a second and then third coil. This is why her hairdos stayed and mine did not. She did not mind inflicting pain on me. I, on the other hand, avoided it at all costs. With three more deft moves, she wound the separate coils into one knot and added a few more pins. All told, I had enough ebony pins in my hair to outfit a walrus with false teeth. You know, a black walrus with black teeth, not ivory. The Darth Vader of walruses.

Where do these hair pins come from, exactly? I had to find out.

“Giacinta, I saw Isabella snitching cakes from Cook’s shelves yesterday.” The image of the round-cheeked, sweet girl with hair as red as her mama’s made me smile. She’d actually lifted a small finger to her lips, sealing me into a wordless secret. And I’d laughed. The girl was all of four years old and as bold as her young mother.

“What?” she said, staring at my reflection with dismay.

“I did,” I said ruefully. “I’ve seen Cook take a switch to the squires for doing the same. I thought you’d wish to warn her. No doubt the girl has simply learned from the other children.”

“I’ll take a switch to her myself, the little imp,” she said, shaking her head as she worked to attach the net to my tapestry cap, worn on the top, back side of my scalp. I winced as she tugged and the hair pulled. “Forgive me,” she muttered, pulling anew. I wasn’t fooled. She didn’t feel a bit sorry. She took pride in the fact that she seemed to be the only one in Castello Forelli who could tame the lady’s hair and was gunning to keep that glory. Whereas most days I opted for a quick braid I could do myself, I knew I’d be subjected to this several more times in the next week as the feast went on, and dignitaries and neighbors came to visit.

“There,” she said at last, standing back, hands on hips.

“Grazie mille,” I said, turning to one side and then the next, viewing with satisfaction the neat coils, knowing they’d stay for a while. A thousand thanks. I rose and smoothed my skirts, casting one more anxious glance to my swelling form.

Marcello came in then and caught me staring. “Ah, my Gabriella,” he said, coming over and taking me into his arms from behind. Giacinta left without a word. He bent and kissed that tender part of my neck where it met my shoulder, and I shivered in delight. “The best part about Giacinta doing your hair, is that it leaves all this delightful skin ripe for the taking…”

I squirmed away from him, turned, then wrapped my arms around him, bringing him close for a kiss. “Thank you, husband,” I said. Just when I was feeling fat…

“For bestowing the finest of kisses?” he said, quirking a brow.

“For being you,” I said. I gave him a quick peck on the lips and pushed him away when he tried to pull me closer for something more. “Nay, nay,” I said, with mock chastising. “If you continue, we’re more apt to end up undressed instead of ready for our journey.”

“Would that be so awful?” he asked, pulling at my hips and giving me a sultry look. “We could ask Luca and Lia to give the Grecos our apologies.”

I smiled and leaned back to look up at him. “Oh? And what would you say?”

“Brother,” he said, crossing his arms and looking to our ceiling, as if dictating, “Please accept my most sincere apologies. I dearly wished to join you to sup this eve. But I found I could not resist the desire to bed my wife.”

I laughed and felt the heat of a blush rise at my cheeks. “That would be a fine letter for him to read in the company of my sister and parents.”

“Nay?” he said, arching his brow again. He pursed his lips and sighed, looking me slowly up and down. “Ahh, well. Later, then.”

I moved to fetch a handkerchief, but he caught my wrist. I turned back to him.

“Later?” he repeated huskily, all seriousness, his dark eyes running up the length of my arm, my neck, my face, as if he were kissing every inch.

“Later,” I agreed with an impish smile. “But right now, I must go finish those letters I promised you I’d write. So, you know, I am not occupied later.”
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EVANGELIA





“So, what’s up with you two?” Gabi said lowly, edging her horse closer, looking at me over her shoulder. “I haven’t seen Luca so sad and serious since we were in the thick of battle.” 

We were on the way to Castello Greco, having just passed the riverbed. Knights flanked us on the front and rear, as well as to either side of us. But I was reasonably sure no one else could hear her. Still, I stole a glance forward to Luca, six riders away. He hadn’t even looked my direction when I entered the courtyard. Celso was the one who helped me mount, his face telling me he had been assigned the task and felt awkward performing it.

No one but Luca had helped me mount my horse in months.

“He’s angry with me,” I muttered at last.

“Why? What have you done?”

I felt a flash of anger wash through me. “Maybe it was something he did.”

“Okay,” she said slowly, clearly not believing me. We both knew that Luca would do anything to please me.

“He’s pressing me. For a wedding. Soon.”

She faced mostly forward in her sidesaddle, swaying with the gait of her horse, and I admired her profile, the new confidence in her. Marriage agreed with her. Peace, too. Maybe even being pregnant. Why couldn’t I share her sense of adventure? Her gambling spirit? Why did I have to think it all through, over and over again, until I had uncovered every tiny little problem—and the biggies too?

“You two have been together a long time,” she whispered, giving me a shrug. “You know, by medieval standards.”

“I’m only seventeen,” I said, hating the whine in my tone.

“Almost eighteen. The same age I was when I wed Marcello.”

“And, yeah, look how that turned out,” I said, gesturing toward her belly.

She looked a little wounded, her brown eyes searching mine. Then she looked up and around us at the trees, the dry autumn leaves practically crackling in the breeze. “So that’s it? You don’t wanna get pregnant like me?”

I bit my lip. There was nothing I could say that wouldn’t hurt her. Or bring up things that would stress her out. Which wasn’t good for the baby…

But what was I to do, lie? Fear of pregnancy was at the heart of it. I loved Luca. I did. But if I married him now, we could have two children by the time the plague rolled through. And knowing him, maybe I’d even be pregnant with number three. He was a gentleman with me, always, never pressing me for more than kisses. But there was a heat in those kisses that promised of much more…

My eyes settled on the strong, straight line of his shoulders, covered in the leather breastplate he and the other knights wore any time they left Castello Forelli. His wavy, dark-blond hair had grown out a lot since I cut it—it curled and brushed the high neck of his formal Forelli-gold tunic now.

“So you’ll break his heart,” Gabi said, nodding toward him then looking back at me. “To avoid the potential of your own heart breaking?”

I scowled at her, not wanting Mom and Dad to overhear. The way she said it made me sound a coward rather than cautious. “I think you’ve risked enough on all our behalf, don’t you?” I snapped back.

Hurt washed across her brow, and I wished I could take back the words. But I couldn’t. What was it about sisters that made us free to share both the harshest and kindest words? “Gabs,” I said with a groan.

“Nay,” she said, lifting a hand. “Don’t say anything else, Lia. Not now.”

I sighed again and looked over at the forest, in the full glory of autumn, with all her colors of gold and pumpkin and sage. I loved it here, I did. But I was feeling stifled again. Trapped. And all this marriage talk made it worse. “I think I need to get out,” I said.

She made me wait for an uncomfortably long moment. “Out?” she asked, her tone icy.

“Just for a bit. Out of Toscana. What if…what if we went to Venezia? Before you’re too far along to travel? Before…” I let the rest of my words drop. She would understand.

Gabi didn’t turn me down right away, but I knew it was a long shot. Mom wouldn’t be wild about her taking so long a journey over rough roads, this far along in pregnancy. Exposing herself to God-knew-what in a port city. But we were still a year and a bit away from the start of the plague… 

“If we don’t go now, when would we?” I muttered.

She stilled and then looked at me, the warmth returning to her expression, a glint of excitement in her eyes. “Do you think? Do you think we could convince them?”

Together, we looked back at our parents, who rode behind us.

“Uh oh,” Dad said to Mom, catching our glance. “I’ve seen that look before. What are you two cooking up?”

“Nothing,” I said, the pull of a smile at my lips.

“Uh-huh,” Mom said doubtfully. She looked so regal in her navy gown. So beautiful beside our handsome dad, as fair in her Danish heritage as he was with his dark, classic Italian genes. I felt the urge to demand they stop, then and there, so I could sketch them, and later paint it, filling in the backdrop of the swelling forest in all its pretty colors. But Mom and Dad had forbidden me to sketch or paint any of us. We were in the wrong time and place. They wanted no record in the history books, rudimentary as they might be. It was enough that historians were sure to write of our presence. To tell tales of the She-Wolves…

But they looked right, dead-on glorious here, in medieval garb, atop their horses. At ease in their own skin. They filled their days with collecting artifacts and unearthing the Etruscan tombs and finishing the castello expansion project. But they loved it, absolutely loved it all. Tuscan bliss, they called it, as they’d always called it, but now it meant so much more…

I wished I could give in to the same. Trust that this ancient past wasn’t going to somehow obliterate my future.

“Lia?”

I started, realizing Gabi had said something.

“When would you want to go?” she repeated.

“Uh, the sooner the better, right? For you?”

“Right,” she said, thinking. A lovely smile spread across her face as she looked to her husband, riding beside Luca. Evidently, she had an idea in mind on how to convince him. Luca, on the other hand, would likely have some concerns. Or become an outright block. After all, if Captain Forelli wasn’t bending over backward to please me, he could become the worst sort of stonewall. The man was as blastedly stubborn as Gabi…

It mattered not. All I had to do was convince Gabi, and the rest would fall into line. That was the way of our family now. Perhaps, I mused, it’d always been the way.

We were crossing the wide riverbed, now nothing more than a foot-wide trickle with little algae-covered ponds here and there, the old boundary line between Castello Forelli and Castello Greco. It had once meant we were crossing into Paratore territory…

“You all right?” Gabi asked, pulling her horse closer to me. She knew this always brought back some fears in me—it did for her, too—even though our old enemy was dead.

“I’m all right,” I whispered. “It’s better now that it’s Rodolfo’s and Alessandra’s, you know?”

She nodded. “Let’s make this the start of a memory makeover campaign,” she said with a smile. “Take all those rotten memories with Cosmo Paratore and replace them with better ones with the Grecos.”

“That’d work.”

I saw Luca at the lead, on the top of the hill just before the road turned and disappeared from sight. He was looking back at me, as if he was wondering the same thing as Gabi. If I was all right. We might not be on speaking terms at the moment, but I felt his love, his care.

What was I doing?

Was I driving away my hope at future happiness?

And yet, if he truly loved me, why could we not just keep things the same and marry after the plague was over?

I needed to get out of here, to clear my head. A break from Toscana and, in particular, one handsome, sandy-haired Tuscan with those beautiful green eyes…



GABRIELLA



I liked this idea of Lia’s very much. And I was especially glad for it as we passed the Etruscan tomb field, winding our way up the hill and spying the hulking lines of Castello Greco. It kept me from thinking too much about Rodolfo Greco. How it would be to see him again. If it would be weird or awkward between us. If it would be strange, watching him with his new wife, Alessandra.

Marcello had my heart in total, but Rodolfo had been a fling, a serious attraction that died harder for him than it had for me. It had been a challenge every day he was in the castle to maintain a proper distance, to be a friend to him and give him nothing he might misconstrue as hope. I’m talkin’ serious boundary lines. But we’d made it work.

If Marcello ever sensed either of us edging near those lines…No, I had to get my mind off it. Rodolfo was kind of like an ex-boyfriend. The road not traveled. And I love my Road, I said to myself, staring at the shoulders and profile of the man I adored most in the world.

He shared a smile with Luca, then laughed outright. His laughter came more readily of late—especially when he was away from his desk—and his joy and contentment was contagious. He loved his life as lord of the castello, loved this stretch of peace with the Fiorentini, loved me, loved our baby steadily growing in my womb. Satisfaction practically seeped from his pores.

Only the thought of resigning from the Nine seemed to trouble him. But there was no other option—we had to make a way for him to steer clear of the city, considering what was to come. If he was still at the helm when that ship sailed, he’d ride straight into Plague-o-rama. And my parents had made him see that if he helped Siena prepare for it as we had, it would change the historical course in a monumental way.

As the tall gates of Castello Greco opened and we rode through, memories of the battles we’d fought here with Paratore washed over me again. But they felt distant and resolved, in a way. Healed, or at least healing. And now that Lord and Lady Greco were home from their travels, it was the perfect time for a sojourn to Venezia. Rodolfo could see to any serious political issues that might arise. Send word to us if there was a problem. In this fleeting season, we might actually be able to simply be tourists, soaking up more of medieval Italia…I knew Mom and Dad would be over the moon at the prospect.

Rodolfo came into view and I hated my sudden nervousness. 

“Greetings,” he said, standing beside his lovely wife, looking like a fine lady in her new gown. He grinned up at Marcello and after my husband dismounted, they took each other’s arm and pulled closer, sharing a kiss on both cheeks. Marcello turned to aid me in dismounting, and I caught Alessandra’s eye, smiling in welcome. Her short hair had been slicked back and tucked, creating the illusion that it was much longer; but I knew it couldn’t be longer than her shoulders. She came over to greet me and Lia, and I could see a new measure of joy in her eyes. Peace.

Alessandra: the girl who once hated Greco and then came to love him. I was glad for him. For both of them, really. And with her father disowning her, we were all the family she really had.

“You look well, my friend,” I said. “Marriage agrees with you.”

She laughed and blushed. “As it agrees with most during the earliest days. Now that we begin our real life—”

“It will be as good for you as it is for Gabriella,” Lia said, pretending to not have her own concerns.

Lia and I turned to Rodolfo and nodded. “M’lord,” we said in unison, giving him a brief curtsy.

“M’ladies,” he said, with a slow, elegant bow. As he rose his dark eyes rested on mine for just a second before he flicked them toward Lia. “Thank you for welcoming us home.”

“You were missed,” I said. “The boars have all grown fat and lazy, sitting out in the open without you and your lady hunting them.”

Rodolfo glanced at his wife with a grin. When he smiled, he was frightfully handsome. And he was hers. Hers. Just as Marcello was mine. I was totally good with it. It was just…weird.

Alessandra grinned and laid her arm on her husband’s. “Well, we shall have to remedy that at once, shan’t we? Remind those boars whose lands they roam.”

“Indeed,” he said indulgently, turning her toward the castle keep. “Come, my friends, come. The table is set, and we shall feast and properly christen the castello with wine and delicacies.”

Marcello offered me his arm, and I settled my hand atop his. We were right together. We’d battled through much to get to this place, this stage of life and contentment. And as we entered the castle, Rodolfo and Alessandra’s home, I felt everything had at last come together. Settled. Except…

“What are we going to do about Luca and Lia?” I whispered to Marcello.

“We are not going to do anything about them. Let them be, Gabriella. They shall find their own way.”

“Nonsense,” I whispered back. “My little sister needs assistance. So does your little cousin.”

“Your little sister and my little cousin are full-grown. And in full command of their decision-making faculties.”

“Hmm. Mayhap.”

“Gabriella…” he groaned.

“Trust me. I won’t meddle where I needn’t.”

He shot me a playful warning look as we entered the Great Hall and separated. We women went directly to the cavernous hearth, where a huge fire crackled and spit and danced over a solid bed of red embers. It radiated warmth, and we sank gratefully into chairs set in an arc, six feet back. Mom and Lia were on one side of Alessandra and I was on the other.

I lifted my chilled hands toward the flames and felt my cheeks begin to thaw. A steward came and offered us earthen mugs full of mulled wine and the others accepted it. Quietly, I asked for some warm cider instead. In this era, lots of expectant moms drank wine throughout their pregnancy, but I was taking no chances. 

“Brr,” Lia said, rubbing her upper arms. “I hadn’t realized I had become so chilled.”

“We left in summer and returned to deep autumn,” Alessandra said.

“A proper time away, I think, for a honeymoon,” I said. “Tell us! I want to hear all about it.”

She smiled, a bit embarrassed.

“Well, not all about it,” I said slyly. “Where did you go? Did you run into any…trouble?” I was careful to not use the word Fiorentini, aware that Alessandra’s broken ties with her kinsmen would certainly still chafe. The fact that her father had disowned her—believing the lies the Fiorentini had told of her—still ached within my own heart. I had no idea how she could tolerate it. My eyes shifted to Dad, laughing and talking with Rodolfo, patting him on the back. We’d gone back in time to save him. I hoped somehow, some way, Alessandra would one day be reunited with her own father.

“We went south, to Roma,” she said, “and stayed with Lord Vivaro.”

“Lord Vivaro,” I repeated, remembering my own stay with the guy, who could give some Broadway actors a run for their money in terms of sass and drama.

Alessandra’s eyes clouded. “Forgive me. Rodolfo told me…I didn’t mean to bring up hard memories for you, m’lady.”

I shook my head and forced a smile, reaching out to squeeze her hand. “Not at all. ’Tis but a distant memory, a wild adventure. And it was in Roma that Rodolfo set me free…it was there that he managed to sneak in Marcello and Luca, my sister and parents. And now to know that he took you there—the bride who was meant for him all along—well, it all turned out as it ought, yes?”

She nodded tentatively, a hint of worry at the edges of her eyes.

It surprised me, at first, that Vivaro, a Roman with ties to the Fiorentini, had hosted them. But then, the dude was a total salesman, eager to make friends with anyone in high places, and Greco was scoring big in a different sector these days... 

“Are not Lord Vivaro’s baths the most miraculous thing you’ve ever experienced?” I said, seizing on a common factor we could talk easily about.

“Yes,” she said, the tension immediately lifting from her face. “They were glorious! Do you think I might convince Rodolfo to install a small version of them here?”

“Of course!” I said. “He would do anything for you.”

“Ahh,” Lia said dreamily. “And we’d have to visit and join you in them from time to time. You’d become the most popular stop in all of Toscana, being the only castello with a proper Roman bath. Our own neighborhood spa!” she said, adding the last bit in English and looking toward Mom and me.

I returned my gaze to Alessandra, and after a puzzled glance at Lia over her foreign phrasing, she told us of touring the ruins of Roma, of venturing south, to Tivoli, and of its amazing gardens with fountain after fountain. “Surely the best in all of Italia,” she said.

“Oh, now that’s a place I simply must convince Benedetto to take me,” Mom said. “And then?”

“Then we went to Ostia and boarded a ship that Rodolfo hired to do nothing but take us from port to port, south and around to the east coast, all the way up to Venezia.” She shook her head, her brown eyes wide and wistful, as if she wished she could return to those long, languid days upon the sea.

“That sounds utterly wonderful,” I sighed. Marcello and I had never taken a honeymoon. It wasn’t a thing in this era. As soon as we were married, we’d been embroiled in battle; and then with the demands on him in both Siena and here at home, it seemed we never had the time for me to convince him to go away with me for a while. Lia shot me a meaningful glance, and I knew she was once again thinking of a trip to Venezia. And more and more, I was warming to the idea.

“Ladies, would you join us?” Rodolfo called, gesturing toward the long table, now set with dishes that steamed in the chilled air, far from the fireplace. We all rose and went over to where the men waited, standing beside each of our chairs. I felt Lia hesitate when she saw Luca, looking almost sick as he waited for her to approach. Maybe a trip would help them get past their troubles. Any idea of them ending up as anything other than Happily-Ever-After was impossible for me to digest. The two were born to love each other. My silly sister just had to accept it…and the risks. Once and for all.

She nodded briefly at Luca, silently thanking him as he pulled out the chair and assisted her to move closer to the table. With the long, heavy skirts we wore, I was always grateful for the help, too. When all the ladies were seated, the men took their chairs beside them.

Servants passed the steaming pots and food on trays and we served ourselves, sliding portions onto our own wooden trenchers. Roast capons, pasta tossed with olive oil and tart, grated pecorino cheese, roasted squash and peppers. It all looked fabulous. 

“Did you secure a new cook along your travels?” I asked Alessandra.

“Yes,” she said with a triumphant grin. “He is from Sicily and, if he continues to cook this well, I shall weigh as much as a boulder!”

“Nonsense,” Rodolfo said, taking her hand and bringing it to his lips. “We shall just ride longer in the afternoons, and we can continue eating all we wish.” They shared an intimate smile and Alessandra blushed prettily. How long would it be before she was pregnant, too? As much as I lamented any other children brought into a world before the plague was upon us, I couldn’t deny that it would be cool to have a little playmate for my munchkin.

I resisted the urge to slap myself upside the head and instead furiously shoved down a big bite of poultry. Was I really plotting my girlfriends’ pregnancies just to score a decent play date? Sometimes I don’t recognize you any longer, Gabs, I swear.

Leave it to time travel to seriously mess with your head.

“Did you run into any trouble on your journey?” Marcello asked carefully. From the Fiorentini, he meant.

“Nay. Two men served as scouts for us and made certain the way was clear everywhere we went in Roma. And once we made port and were at sea…” He paused to share a tender smile with Alessandra before stabbing a bit of squash with the end of his knife. “Once we were at sea, it was as if we left every trouble behind. We chose our ports carefully, of course.”

“May it be so for all of us, forevermore,” Luca said, lifting his wine goblet in a toast.

“I shall drink to that,” said my dad, and the rest agreed, raising their glasses.

But the good vibe ended minutes later as the boys got into some heated debate. The Nine had just voted to back the woolen guild’s claim to more grazing land for their sheep, and every lord within the republic was to allow a hundred sheep on their land, free of charge.

“I’ve never heard of anything so ridiculous,” Rodolfo said, leaning back in his chair, his capon bones picked clean. He lifted his goblet and took a drink. “Did these shepherds buy this land? Do they pay to maintain it? Protect it?”

“Nay, but land is difficult to come by for most men, and more and more, it’s parsed up into bits too small to feed more than a few sheep. They need a lot of land, freedom to graze. If we want a constant supply of both wool and cloth, and even mutton,” Marcello said, leaning back in his own chair, “’tis the only way.”

“So we’re to have a hundred sheep here?” Rodolfo said. “Eating every blade of grass I’d rather feed my cattle?”

“A hundred for me, a hundred for you,” Marcello returned easily. “Is it truly so much to ask?”

“’Tis for a man who prefers a fat bistecca to a leg of lamb,” Rodolfo grumbled.

Marcello raised a brow. “So serve the lamb to your servants. They won’t complain. You’ll be getting it at a good price. And the wool and resulting cloth as well. Trust me, in time this agreement will prove to be wise for all of us. Siena will gain strength from it.”

Rodolfo moved his head back and forth, as if weighing that thought. Castles took a lot of people to run them; the Grecos would likely employ nearly as many as we did in time. And that meant a great deal of food and clothing were needed as well. Already a hundred or more sheep roamed our hills, and fifty head of cattle. Nearly the same wandered Rodolfo’s hills now, too.

His dark eyes moved to my parents as a servant refilled his goblet of wine and our empty trenchers were removed. “I am told that you have been at work in the tombs below us, Lady Betarrini,” he said casually.

But I knew that look. There was far more intent behind it than his tone belied.

“As you gave me permission to do,” she said carefully. “I am most grateful, m’lord, as it helps further my…studies.”

“What is it about the Etruscans that so fascinates you?” This, he directed toward my father. He knew Dad was there as often as Mom.

Dad leaned on the table and lifted his goblet. “How can they not fascinate us? Here they ruled much of Italia for centuries and then disappeared. We wish to know what drove them away, what destroyed their villages, and where they went. Those tombs are valuable clues.”

“You are scholars, through and through. Which is respectable in a man and…notable in a woman.”

Marcello cocked his head and gave our host a long look. Alessandra looked down to her lap, as if anxious, then to him. 

“Rodolfo, what is this about?” Marcello asked.

Lord Greco gave him a long, appraising look, and then turned to the steward and two maids. “Lascia, per favore.”

I stilled as the servants scurried out. What was this?

Had Rodolfo discovered something…about us?

When the servants were gone, the door shut quietly behind them, Rodolfo rose and gestured toward the fireplace. “Please. Join me.”

He wanted to be even farther from the door and listening ears. The hairs on the back of my neck prickled in fear. Trying to act casual, we all rose and walked to the fireplace, where the men brought other chairs to close in our circle. When we were all sitting, Rodolfo leaned forward, elbows on knees, steepling his fingertips. 

“Alessandra and I have much to tell you. Much that puzzles and concerns us.”

“If this is about our excavations in the tombs…” Mom began.

“It is that and more,” he said gently. His keen eyes searched her. “You must know that the tales of the She-Wolves of Siena are rather wild in Firenze. At first, I dismissed them all, but there are some that have stuck. And some that my wife has verified the villagers hold as truth more than lore.”

Alessandra met his gaze and then looked to us, nodding once. “Some say,” she began, “that the Ladies Betarrini did not come from Normandy, but rather from the tombs themselves. That you are witches who have put a hex on Firenze and hold great power. Over men, in particular.”

“Witches?” I said with a scoff. “That is laughable.”

“Obviously,” Rodolfo said, leaning back in his chair and crossing one foot over his other knee. “But the tombs…One of Paratore’s knights swore that you three emerged from the tomb with Lord Betarrini. And that Lord Betarrini was in odd clothing. That day, you killed all but that man. An entire patrol of Paratore knights. It’s memorable. And before then, Lord Betarrini was never seen in Toscana. He just seemed to…appear.” Rodolfo’s fingers made a “poof” gesture.

Mom smiled benignly. “Well, no wonder the Fiorentini talk, if stories like that fuel their fires. And our scholarly fascination does nothing to quell it.”

“Nay,” Alessandra said, shaking her head. She glanced toward her husband. “Rodolfo gave you permission to dig them out and study them, knowing the Fiorentini were well across the border and few would know. But, Lady Betarrini, people talk.” She reached over and took Mom’s hand. “We fear for you. Superstition…” She shook her head in frustration. “’Tis aggravating. But ’tis always present. And superstition can drive a mob to do foolish things.”

“Indeed,” Rodolfo said.

I eyed Marcello. He wasn’t offended. Just worried. I didn’t dare look at my family.

“In the battle, before you were married,” Rodolfo said carefully, “when you ladies left Toscana, you were last seen in this vicinity. And when you returned, you were first seen at Castello Forelli. As if you’d simply appeared again, rather than made the journey in from the coast.”

“You of all people have to understand why they had to move as covertly as possible,” Marcello said, flicking his hand out.

It wasn’t an attack. Just a statement of the obvious. At the time he spoke of, Rodolfo had been working mostly for the Fiorentini, hoping to somehow broker a peace between the republics. Until they made him the scapegoat. 

“Had Gabriella and Evangelia been recognized,” Marcello continued, “they would have been in extreme danger. And when they returned last, I didn’t even hold Castello Forelli.”

Greco took a long breath through his nostrils and looked at me and my sister and mother.

We all waited in silence.

“So you are saying,” Rodolfo said slowly, fiddling with the thick stem of his ceramic goblet, “that the three most recognizable women in all of Toscana left and returned without anyone else seeing them? From the very heart of Toscana? Gabriella, she could pass as one of our own. But Evangelia’s fair hair, to say nothing of Lady Adri’s…” His eyebrows knit as if it was a puzzle he couldn’t yet decipher, and his brown eyes flicked over each of us in turn.

“Yes,” Marcello said, setting his goblet down on a side table with exaggerated care. “That’s what we’re saying, Rodolfo. They are the She-Wolves,” he added with a smile, barely covering his rising agitation. I doubted Rodolfo missed it either. “You have seen them in battle. You have witnessed them slip from captivity and cross borders unseen.”

“True,” Rodolfo allowed.

“They are uncommon women. Uncommon people leave commoners to weave tall tales behind them, trying to explain them in a way that makes everyone comfortable. Surely you have not succumbed to the fables of the simple?”

Rodolfo gave him a thin-lipped smile. He wasn’t an idiot. He wanted to believe us—his friends, and now compatriots and neighbors—but he wasn’t a fool. “There is more,” he said slowly.

We watched as he rose, went to the hearth, and poked at a log with an iron tool, sending a drift of sparks up the chimney. And we all waited.

He turned to face us, one hand on the mantle, but his eyes were on me. “We were in Venezia, at court, when we first heard of them.”

“Rodolfo,” Luca said, an edge of warning in his voice. None of us liked how he was dragging this out.

“We learned of some of your kin. Betarrinis.”

I froze, wondering if I’d heard him right.

“Two young men found wandering outside of Ravenna. In odd clothing. Telling tales of arriving from a tomb. Of setting their hands on handprints and being reborn into a different…age.”

My eyes widened, and I saw his pupils dilate, well aware that he’d hit a nerve. Silence, heavy as death, weighed in the air between us. 

And then the room erupted, everyone talking at once.
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