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To Alexandria (Alessandra, in Italian), Amber, 
and other River Tribe girls, who pressed for more of the 
Betarrini/Forelli/Greco story…thanks for being as passionate 
about these characters as I am! 








  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Dear Reader
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Bourne
        
        
          
            
            
            
            
        
            
              
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        CHAPTER ONE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        CHAPTER TWO
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        CHAPTER THREE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        CHAPTER FOUR
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        CHAPTER FIVE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        CHAPTER SIX
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        CHAPTER SEVEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        CHAPTER EIGHT
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        CHAPTER NINE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        CHAPTER TEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        CHAPTER ELEVEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        CHAPTER TWELVE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
        
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Tributary
        
        
          
            
            
            
            
        
            
              
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        CHAPTER ONE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        CHAPTER TWO
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        CHAPTER THREE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        CHAPTER FOUR
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        CHAPTER FIVE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        CHAPTER SIX
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        CHAPTER SEVEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        CHAPTER EIGHT
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        CHAPTER NINE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        CHAPTER TEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        CHAPTER ELEVEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        CHAPTER TWELVE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        CHAPTER THIRTEEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        CHAPTER FOURTEEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        CHAPTER FIFTEEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        CHAPTER SIXTEEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        EPILOGUE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        Acknowledgements
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        Also by
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        Where to Connect
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
        
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
      

    
  


  
  


Dear Reader, 

When the River of Time Series ended with Torrent, the fan-base was fierce. Sadly, my publisher was moving away from fiction and declined to publish more. Well aware that the demand was strong, I tried my hand at writing a follow-up novella, Bourne. When that did really well, I followed up with another novella, Tributary, and eventually, made them one volume (book 4), before introducing the final book in the series, Deluge.
I continue to be amazed at the passion for this series but so appreciate it. It’s what led me to eventually return to these beloved characters with the next-generation series, Oceans of Time. Thank you for being part of the River Tribe and encouraging me to write in general. It’s readers like you that keep me going. Grazie mille!

Love,
Lisa
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GABRIELLA




“M’lady! They approach!” the guard yelled down to us from the walls. 
“Thank God,” I muttered, taking my first full breath in what seemed like hours. Ever since the battle had ended the night before, Sienese patrols had circulated in and out of Castello Forelli, to drop off wounded, reprovision, rest, and head out again. As the night wore on, and the Fiorentini withdrew north, the patrols were gone for longer periods of time. But Marcello, Luca, and Lord Greco hadn’t shown up at all.
Leaving me to fear the worst, of course.
“Open the gates!” the wall guard cried.
Three knights went to the massive crossbeam and slid it to one side, then opened the fifteen-foot doors. Twenty of our men on horseback arrived, but my eyes sought only one, my—
Husband. Marcello. I sighed in relief and then picked up my skirts and ran to him, waiting for him to wearily dismount and take me under one of his arms. I laughed and reached up to kiss him on the cheek. “Oh, Marcello. ’Tis so good to have you back.”
“I think I shall grow fond of having a wife welcoming me home, each time I need chase a Fiorentini back to his side of the border.” He winced as I gave him a full hug, making me pause in concern, but then Rodolfo Greco came around three others, leading his horse…and awkwardly, it was obvious he’d heard Marcello’s comment.
His handsome chin came up, and he blinked, as if embarrassed. Not that he had any reason to be embarrassed. It was simply…awkward. A week ago he was a devoted Fiorentini. Three days ago, the Fiorentini threatened to impale him. Yesterday, we’d saved him and he jumped ship for Siena. Lord Rodolfo Greco. Marcello’s blood-brother or something. My captor-savior. I think we were all confused as to how to proceed, exactly. It’d take some time to figure out.
Luca came over, right next to Lia, both of them grinning. The grizzled Captain Pezzati clasped arms with Luca and the other guys, then gave me a nod of greeting and turned toward the stables. Mom entered our circle, and I glanced in satisfaction at all of them. Together. At last. Everyone here, present and accounted for. Well, Dad was in his room, recovering from his own wound. But at the moment, we were all safe.
I was relishing the sweet relief, appreciating the feel of having my husband next to me again, when I felt Marcello begin to sink. Crying out, I got a better grip around his waist; Rodolfo came under his other arm. I tried to ignore his sudden proximity—and how our arms touched as we supported Marcello. “Quickly, let us get him inside,” I said.
We eased Marcello through the Great Hall doors and into a chair, and I knelt before him. Rodolfo took a few respectful steps away. “Marcello!” I said, anxiously scanning his face and body for injury. I noticed, then, his swollen cheek, the cut at his mouth and nose, some bruising. Nothing I hadn’t seen before, after taking on an enemy. But what worried me was the gray color of his skin, the way his eyes were hooded, half-shut. “Marcello, what ails you?”
“Take your ease, wife,” he said in a mumble. “I am merely weary and in—”
His head rolled forward, and he slumped. I cried out again, and Rodolfo and Luca came to either side of him. “How is he injured?” I asked, my voice coming out in a strangled tone.
Luca ran his fingers through his sandy-colored hair and grimaced. “We ran into some difficulty en route home, m’lady.”
“Difficulty?”
“A Fiorentini patrol. We’d parted from our men—”
Marcello moaned. I rose. “Marcello? Marcello.” I said, holding his head in my hands. But he was out again.
A maid brought a blanket into the room and spread it out on the floor. Rodolfo and Luca lifted Marcello and gently placed him on it. “Quickly,” I said to the men. “Help me find his wound.”
With trembling fingers, I pulled up Marcello’s tunic and gasped. His belly was covered with purple, red, and green bruises. I looked to Luca.
“As I started to say…it happened a few hours ago,” he said grimly, easing his cousin onto his side to look at his back. Mom knelt next to him. Luca’s green eyes met mine, and his anxious, lowered brows made my heart stop.
Nothing scared Luca.
My mom still stared at Marcello’s back. “Looks like there’s bruising around the kidneys,” she said grimly. “He was beaten?”
Luca eased Marcello to his back again. “We’d secured the border, thought all Fiorentini had retreated. We were anxious to return.” His eyes darted toward Lia, who was hovering over my shoulder, then back to me. “So Marcello, Rodolfo, and I were riding home with Georgii and Lutterius when we met up with two Fiorentini patrols. We were outnumbered, two to one. And half of them went after Marcello.”
Mom reached out to check Marcello’s pulse at the wrist. I leaned down to listen to his heart, drawing strength from the steady, slow pounding of it, even as Luca told us the Fiorentini had driven Rodolfo, the twins and him to one side, then held Marcello, removed his chest armor, and began to do their best to beat him to death. “If it had not been for Captain Pezzati happening upon us with one of our own patrols, we’d all likely be prisoners or…” His words faded as he remembered who he spoke to.
Father Tomas crossed himself, and once again, I found myself wanting to kiss every one of our knights. If they hadn’t been at the right place, at the right time—
I caressed Marcello’s cheek, ignoring how Rodolfo stiffened and moved away as I did so. 
“He’ll be okay, right?” I asked Mom in English.
Her pause made my heart do the same. I dragged my eyes up to meet hers.
“We’ll know more soon, Gabi,” she said, sliding her long fingers over mine. “He needs rest. Liquids. Some medicine for the pain. There’s very little else we can do for him.”
Here, she meant. Now.
Once again I was longing for a phone, a quick 9-1-1 call, an ER. Doctors and nurses and clean, white sheets…but we were so far from any of that. So far.
“Please,” I said to Luca, panic rising in my chest. “Can you get him to our room?”
He nodded and gave a low whistle. Two guards appeared and took two corners of the blanket, Luca and Rodolfo at the other ends. Marcello moaned as they rose and carried him out, squeezing through the door and down the corridor. Mom followed us out, Lia right behind her.
They laid him on the bed in my room, and I asked them to stoke the fire and bring more wood. Giacinta appeared, telling Luca they were all needed in the courtyard, and the men left, looking relieved they had something to do. It irritated me. What could be more important right now than Marcello? Even if there was nothing to do but hang out with me and wring our hands together?
“See what that’s about, would you?” I asked Lia in a whisper. She gave me a nod and followed them out.
Wordlessly, Giacinta helped me untie Marcello’s blue tunic and slip it over his head. As battered and bruised as I was from our battle at Castello Paratore—had it been just yesterday?—it was nothing like what my man had suffered. It hurt just to look at him. And he was seriously dirty. “Can you fetch some hot water, soap, and rags?” I asked Giacinta. She set off immediately, leaving me and Mom alone with Marcello.
Mom leaned over the other side of the bed. 
“What can we do for him, Mom?” I asked, my voice sounding like a little girl’s, even to my own ears.
Her blue eyes ran over every inch of his chest. One thing knights had going for them after wielding a thirty-pound sword for a few years? Six-pack abs and not an ounce of belly fat. If I could transport these guys to our times, I’d have an annual best-selling calendar on my hands. Forget the hot firefighters. They had nothing on Italian knights. Not that I’d let my husband be in it. This one is all mine.
Mom’s eyes continued to rove over his body, looking for telltale signs of what might be going on inside him. She wasn’t a doctor but she was as close to one as we had. She’d always been into herbs and alternative medicine. Now she was in Serious Research Mode and learning more all the time. Her fingers went to his belly and probed, like she had done with Fortino. She frowned a little. “It’s a little distended, I think.”
I nodded, agreeing with her.
“But it’s not hard, so hopefully that means he’s not bleeding internally.”
I let out a breath of relief. “But…you’re worried about his kidneys, aren’t you?”
“Yes,” she said, giving me a level stare. She was always good at handing me hard news straight on. Sugar-coater? Yeah, not my mom. She pulled down Marcello’s eyelids—to check out the color of his eyes? I didn’t know. I thought I remembered from WebMD that yellow eyes meant there was trouble with the kidneys. Or was that the liver? From there, my brain hustled on over to Mariah, a girl in my school who’d fallen off her tube while sledding and bruised a kidney. It had been bad. Really bad. And she’d had modern medical care. But I also remembered that people could donate a kidney to a loved one in crisis…so even if you lost one, you could deal, right?
“He might have some bruised or broken ribs,” Mom said. “See here?” She pointed along two of the lower left ribs, then ran her fingers lightly across them, checking as gently as possible. “We’ll put a poultice together and wrap them. Let’s take another look at his lower back.”
I raised his arm, and then together we rolled him over. 
Multiple bruises spotted his lower back, fist-wide and spreading. “They’re beasts,” I said. “It makes me want to strap on my sword and go hunt ’em down.”
“Probably already done for you,” Mom said, gently easing my man back over.
I nodded. An attack on Lord Forelli? I doubted any of those men yet lived.
Mom sighed and straightened, her hand on her chest. “I don’t know, Gabi. Maybe we should summon a doctor. This is way out of my league.”
“You mean a ‘barber-surgeon’?” My last experience with one here hadn’t gone so well. “So…what? They can bleed him with leeches? C’mon, Mom. You know as much as they do. Half the time they’re guessing too. I’d rather go with yours.”
She shook her head. “The healers of this era—legitimate healers—had some whacky ideas, but they also had a more firm command of holistic healing, methods of diagnosis…far more than I’ve ever known. We can discuss his treatment before we okay it. We don’t have to allow any potions or leeches or anything we don’t agree with.”
I stroked his face, thinking over her words. “Marcello,” I whispered, leaning down by his ear. “Come on, beloved. Svegliata, Marcello. Please wake up.”
“He’s been through a great deal,” Mom said. “Let’s hope it’s just his body trying to get on top of whatever’s ailing him inside. Remember when you slept for the better part of two days after…Roma?” She sounded uneasy, like even mentioning my Losin’ It moments might trigger a relapse.
“You think he might not wake up for days?”
Concern clouded her eyes. “I don’t know what to tell you, Gabi.”
My mind, of course, went directly to the time tunnel and its ability to heal. But we’d never taken five through it, and there was no way I was leaving anyone I loved behind. Could we even take five of us through? Would the healing properties work for anyone other than me and Lia? And what would happen to Dad if we went back to our own time? Would he disappear again from our lives? I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. “Okay, we’ll summon a doctor.” I lifted a finger of warning. “But I get to okay the dude as well as anything they want to give Marcello. I haven’t had the best of luck with men of the medical persuasion around here.”
Giacinta returned with the hot water and soap. Mom left to retrieve herbs and more bandages so we could apply the poultice and try to bring him some pain relief. Even if he was unconscious, Mom reasoned, helping his body fight pain could give him energy for other battles.
“What’s happening?” I asked Giacinta as I washed my husband, wiping away the grime on his face and then his chest, wondering why Lia hadn’t yet returned.
“Lord Greco left again with a patrol, and Captain Luca and Captain Pezzati with two others, all intent on making certain that no Fiorentini remain on this side of the border. The men enter our gates now, m’lady, in a steady stream, some whole and hale, seeking shelter and food, others gravely wounded. The courtyard is a mass of people…and the hallways are flooded with men all vying to claim a bit of floor for the night.”
I nodded. Before, after the worst battles, we’d escaped into our own time. This was one of the first that we were present to witness the aftermath. “You’re needed elsewhere, then,” I said. “Go. I shall look after my husband.”
“Are you certain, m’lady?”
“I am. Thank you, Giacinta. For everything.” I thought of her on Paratore’s wall, so close to death. How he’d taunted me, preparing to push her over the side. How her little daughter was so narrowly spared losing her mother…
“M’lady, ’tis I who should thank you,” Giacinta said, taking my hand in hers. “If you had not come when you did…”
We shook our heads at the same time, sharing a memory of pure fear. “He’s gone now,” I whispered, trying to reassure myself as much as Giacinta. “Lord Paratore…” I looked to the dancing flame of the fire, remembering his body pierced by many arrows, then back to my maid and friend. “He shall never harm either of us again.”
She nodded, looking wan, and crossed herself. “I shall return to check on you, m’lady. You’re certain you can do without me?”
“Oh, yes. My mother will soon return. Please.” I gestured toward the door.
She bobbed a curtsey and left.

      [image: image-placeholder]After I helped Mom wrap Marcello’s ribs in a long bandage—securing a funky-smelling poultice of goldenseal, comfrey, slippery elm and aloe vera on him—she looked warily over at me. “They need you out there, kiddo. The lady of the castle and all that. The She-Wolf.”
I frowned. “I can’t leave him, Mom.”
“I’ll stay with him,” she said, lifting her chin in a way that said Don’t Argue With Me. She sat down on the edge of the bed with a sigh. “When you married Marcello, you took on more than the responsibilities of marriage. You took on the responsibilities of lady of this castello, wife of one of the Nine. You need to confer with Luca when he returns. Find out what is next. What is expected.” She shrugged. “Maybe there’s nothing. Maybe there’s a great deal. Regardless, your people need you.”
My people, I said silently, trying to get my head around it. Once, that would’ve meant my friends on Instagram, the people I went to the movies with, the girls I ate lunch with. Now I had hundreds of people, all looking to me to lead them. I brought my hand to my head.
Mom took my other hand. “Gabi, you can do this. And Marcello”—she paused, glancing over at him—“he’s strong. He’ll pull through this.”
“Are you sure?” I asked, my voice coming out all wonky and strangled.
She gave me a tiny, one-sided smile and nodded. “I am. Now go. Help the others in the courtyard, check in on your dad, and after you and Luca chat, come back. Okay?”
Still I hesitated. “You’ll send for me? If anything changes? Anything at all?”
“Yes. Go. Send Lia back for updates if you need them. I’ll sit here and watch your husband sleep. And pray that he wakes soon.”
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GABRIELLA




Moving like a robot, I forced myself to wash my face, put on a fresh gown, and comb out my hair and wind it into a knot. I stuffed it into a little hairnet tied beneath a cap pinned to the back of my head. If I was going to nurse anyone down in the courtyard, I didn’t want my ridiculous hair getting in the way. 
I paused at the door. “You’re sure?”
Mom gave me a gentle smile. “I’m sure. Go. I won’t leave him.”
I glanced from her to Marcello and back, then left without another word, making myself walk down the hall. I heard them before I saw them. The moaning, the cries. The thick, stone walls and heavy, wooden door of our room had kept them mute. But once downstairs, I was in the center of chaos. I looked around in confusion. “M’lady,” cried one man, clawing at my skirt. “A bit of water? Only a few sips. I beg of you!”
“Sì, signore,” I said. “I shall fetch you some.” I looked beyond him again, fully taking in the horror that swords, arrows, clubs, and staffs left behind on human flesh. The open wounds. The blood. The bruising. The brokenness. The inglorious remains of war.
As Giacinta had described, every inch of floor had been claimed by moaning and weeping men, nearly all of them filthy and bleeding. Some unconscious, others dead. Servants and the able-bodied scurried about in haphazard fashion, stopped again and again by those crying out for help. Men with treatable wounds were slowly bleeding to death as others with worse wounds got attention first.
Well, I’d seen my share of medical dramas on TV, and they weren’t going to go to waste. We needed to triage this place, or whatever you called it. STAT. Code Blue! Code Blue! blared in my head. If we didn’t have a plan on how to deal with all these wounded, we’d lose more than we had to. I glimpsed Father Tomas and called out to him. He barely heard me over the din. Gingerly, he and I made our way to the door and then out into the courtyard. While there were still a good number of wounded out in the open, too, at least Father Tomas and I could hear each other.
I paced back and forth in a three-foot square, thinking, waving the twins—Georgii and Lutterius—over to me, then Lia, then Giacinta. “This is a mess! We have able-bodied men milling about, doing little, and so many wounded! If we take the time to figure out a plan for treatment, we’ll save more of them.”
“What would you have us do, m’lady?” Lutterius asked. I’d come to know him by the mole on his right cheek, as well as his slightly longer, wavy hair the color of oil. Other than that, he and his brother were identical. Big men with big noses, big eyebrows, and big smiles full of crooked teeth.
“Call every able-bodied man into formation by the gates,” I answered at last, figuring out my plan.
Lutterius looked at Georgii and then immediately set off.
Mom was right. A few days ago, my demands would probably have been questioned. But now, as Lady Forelli, I had power. The knowledge of it strengthened me. I looked to Giacinta. “Find a couple of men and have them bring every bag of lye we have in the storerooms out to the gates. Send three others to begin collecting every pail we have in the castle. Two others to gather bandages, needles, and uh, sinew.” The last word echoed in my head, bringing back all kinds of bad memories.
She bobbed a curtsey and departed.
“Father Tomas,” I said, “please—get the stable boys to lead as many of these horses as possible outside the gates—just for a few hours. We need the space.” He nodded and moved out.
“What’s your plan?” Lia asked.
“We’re going to triage this place. You know, figure out who is the most wounded. Put all the people in need of sutures in a couple of the halls. All the head wounds in another. Undiagnosed in the fourth. I don’t suppose any of the quacks they call doctors wandered in with these guys, did they?”
“There’s one over there by the well,” she said, nodding to the middle of the courtyard.
Together, we moved over to him, watching as he carefully wound a bandage around an unconscious man’s leg. I took in the bag beside him, open to display perhaps twenty different bottles inside, then back to the doctor, who was about my height but thinner—I probably outweighed him by a good ten pounds. He was maybe thirty years old, of average looks but with piercing eyes. They were super dark, while his skin was the color of a creamy cappuccino. 
“M’ladies,” he said, rising to his feet and sweeping into a bow. “I am honored to be in your presence.”
“We have met?” I asked.
“Nay. But no man of Toscana could miss the fabled Ladies Betarrini.”
“I am Lady Forelli now,” I corrected him casually. “Only my sister is yet a Betarrini.”
“Of course,” he said, his dark eyes moving over to Lia. “My mistake,” he said apologetically, bringing a hand to his chest and giving me a deferential tuck of his chin.
“Your name, sir?”
“Forgive me,” he said with a laugh. “I’m afraid my weariness has left me with half my wits. I am Physici Sandro Menaggio.”
Physici, I repeated silently. Did he differentiate himself from the barber-surgeons? Might he be able to help Marcello too?
“We’re relieved to have a physician with us,” I said.
I studied him, trying to ignore the tinge of warning that shot up my neck, setting every hair on end. I was just paranoid, basing my feelings off the first time I’d met up with a doctor in medieval times. With the dude who tried to kill me. This guy’s clothing spoke of his relative wealth. He dressed like a merchant. So he was obviously practicing his craft, making some sort of living at it, I guessed. Which had to mean he didn’t kill every patient.
“Where did you learn the medical arts, Doctor?” Lia asked, taking in my doubtful expression.
“Germania,” he muttered, bending to tend to a man beside him, swiftly tearing a strip of cloth from a bundle under his arm and wrapping it around the man’s head.
I shifted uneasily, and Lia and I avoided looking at each other. We weren’t super fond of meeting anyone who had ever been in or near Northern Europe. There were too many chances for questions about our fictional beginnings in England and “Normandy.” And our safety here in Italia—as well as Mom and Dad’s—was more secure if no one asked any questions of our past. Ever.
“They have a fine university there,” I said, eager to fill in the gap of silence. I was guessing. But didn’t Germany have some of the oldest universities anywhere?
“Indeed,” he returned, to my relief, smiling to reveal a cute gap between his front teeth. It made him appear instantly friendlier. “You know of it?”
“Only by reputation.” I had to move on. Georgii and Lutterius had done as I asked, and every able-bodied man was now assembled by the front gate. The twins looked over their shoulders, waiting on me.
“Tell me, Doctor. How did you come to be here inside the gates of Castello Forelli at such an opportune time?”
He shrugged. “I heard the brunt of the battle was here and anticipated your need.”
“I see,” I said, studying him. “And where do you reside?”
“Siena, my lady.”
“There are noblemen in Siena who would commend your services?”
“I believe so, m’lady.”
Still, I hesitated. Did I dare put my husband in his hands? “Did they teach you of methods to guard against infection at university?”
“Indeed. But here,” he said, gesturing about, “’tis difficult to control. I fear we must leave such things to God.” He crossed himself.
“I fear that God intends us to use the minds he gave us,” I returned. “We would greatly value your assistance. But Lord Forelli is in immediate need of a physician’s care and is my first priority. Would you kindly go and examine him, then report to me? Lady Evangelia shall show you the way.”
“Of course, m’lady,” he said with a genteel bow. He was so thin and moved so lithely as he gathered up his bag, I decided he reminded me of a praying mantis.
I pulled Lia a few steps aside. “We don’t know this guy,” I said in her ear. “Keep a dagger in your hand at all times.” For good measure, I sent a fearsome-looking knight with her. He was monstrous and still had blood spattered over his face. Surely, even if Doctor Menaggio had evil intent, he would not move with our own Captain Italia and a She-Wolf in the room. Please, Lord, I added in prayer for good measure. Watch over them.
Moving on, I straightened my shoulders, lifted my chin, and approached the men. Beyond them, Father Tomas and the stable boys and squires led horses out through the gates. I put my hands on my hips and walked back and forth before the forty men assembled. Some were remnants of the troops that had come to our aid via Marcello’s mysterious brotherhood. Some were Sienese, still wearing their red tunics with the white cross. Others were mercenaries hired by Marcello.
“We are going to organize this castello to best assist the wounded. That begins with assessing each patient and dividing them into groups. Already, there are dead in our halls. We owe each man a proper burial, respect. We will attempt to learn his name so we can see to his family. We must separate them and continue to do so as others pass on.
“I need twelve men, working in pairs, to immediately remove the dead, bringing them to a line here,” I said, gesturing to the wall to the left of the front gates. I turned and pointed to each wall of the pentagon-shaped castle. “For those of you unfamiliar with Castello Forelli, there are five corridors, accessed via the doors at each juncture.” I identified the northeast, east, south, southwest, and west corridors. “I want every wounded man brought here to the courtyard. When Doctor Menaggio returns, he and I shall tell you where to take each man. After the corridors have been cleaned and dusted with lye, we shall take them back inside, organized by how injured they are.”
The men were frowning, clearly distrusting my plan.
“So that we can treat the severest cases first,” I tried to explain. I knew they were reluctant to move men in pain if they didn’t have to. Haven’t they suffered enough? they silently asked me. And lye and hot water? Elements usually reserved for cleaning up, rather than as a preventative measure. “Grant me your trust, friends,” I said. “I know if we do this, we shall save far more lives this day than if we do not.”
I watched in satisfaction as they set out to do as I asked. And in half an hour, the courtyard was teeming with all the wounded, in misery. Including my dad.
“Dad!” I said, hurrying over to him. “You shouldn’t be out of bed.”
“I’m okay,” he said in my ear. “Far better than most of these. I can help you. Lia told me of your triage plan.”
“Are you positive?”
“Positive,” he said, giving me a firm nod even if he was terribly pale. I glanced at his shoulder, seeping blood through the bandage and his loose shirt. Even though Mom liked to diagnose problems and try out her herbal remedies, it had been Dad who’d consistently looked after our scraped knees and elbows while we were growing up. And he had that look of Betarrini determination in his eyes.…
“All right,” I whispered. “But if you feel woozy, you sit down and call for a cup of water. Deal?”
“Deal.”
I straightened, suddenly feeling another’s presence like I was being spied on. I turned. Doctor Menaggio, flanked by Lia and the knight. Inwardly, I cursed myself for my carelessness, using English in front of someone who might very well know a medieval form, but not recognize our contemporary dialect.
“Oh, Doctor,” I said, turning fully toward him. His dark eyes shifted between me and my dad; he’d clearly heard our whisperings. Before he could ask anything, I said, “What might you tell me of my husband?”
“He still slumbers. I agreed with your mother’s assessment; we must wait and see how he fares come morning. Your mother is rather gifted at the healing arts,” he said, lifting a brow in admiration and folding his long arms.
“Indeed. Mayhap it’s best if I summon her out here.…”
“Nay, m’lady,” he said, gently. “M’lord’s welfare is worth a hundred of these.”
Startled by his words, I stared back at him, doubting Marcello would agree with that. I knew my husband would trade his life in a heartbeat for a hundred others. Ten. But what would happen if he worsened, even died? I shook off the thought, deciding to take the doctor at his word. He was a priority. For all of us.
Giacinta called to me, waving a towel at the northeast doorway.
“Good. The first hallway has been cleared. We’ll put those in need of sutures there and see how many we have left. Anyone with experience suturing wounds, report to Lady Evangelia.” I noticed several men snap to attention with uncommon interest now that they knew my sister would be a part of the team. I dispatched Doctor Menaggio to identify all those in need of suturing and binding. Knights began hauling patients back inside. I turned to Lia. “You’ll see to the suture teams? One can administer hemlock for the pain, another wash up wounds. One can stitch, one can bind. Good?”
She groaned, rolling her pretty blue eyes. “I seriously shoulda never stitched you up. Suddenly I’m a surgeon?”
“Hey,” I whispered back with a grin, “if it wasn’t for those stitches, I might not have made it. At least you have hemlock for these guys. And think about this…you didn’t have to endure years of bio and chem to earn your degree.”
“Methinks I’d prefer that,” she said, narrowing her eyes. But she turned and trudged toward the corridor to do her duty. She’d always been better at elementary school cross-stitch projects than I. She’ll do fine.
“Lia—”
“I know, Gabriella,” she said, turning to walk backward and lifting a light brow. “Wash the wounds and needles before stitching.”
“Thank you,” I said with a small grin.
Cook came up to me next. “We have some stew and bread ready.”
“Enough for them all?”
“Not to fill a man’s belly,” she said with a woeful tuck of her head, “but enough to put aside the ache.”
“Excellent.” Belatedly, I remembered the man who had reached out to me earlier. I looked around for him but couldn’t see him. “Please, send some girls around with pails of water and ladles, so we know each have had their fill to drink. Then take them their stew and bread.” I squeezed her fat forearm. “Thank you, Cook. That will be some of the best medicine they shall receive.”
She blinked back tears and waddled off.
“M’lady!” a man screamed, reaching out to me with such terror in his eyes, I froze. He stretched so hard, I could see every sinew and muscle of his neck, shoulder, arm, hand. “Lady Forelli!”
Hating that I was tentative, I moved toward him and knelt, taking his hand in mine. His breathing was coming fast and shallow, his color poor. Clearly dying. But he clung to my hand with the strength of a determined man. “My name…” he panted, “is Nuncio Mancini.” He stared wildly at me, his eyes moving back and forth on mine, then slowly rolling as if he fought unconsciousness. Then they’d widen again. “I am of the village called Cavo. Please…m’lady…”
“Yes?”
“My wife…we only married…fortnight ago. Her name…tell her…”
He choked, made an awful gurgling sound. He stared at me with such intensity, the words almost rising from his open lips. I love her. I’m sorry. And then his eyes froze. In the span of three seconds, I felt his strength fade, his hand go limp in my own.
“Signore,” I urged him, shaking his shoulder gently. “What is it you wish me to tell her? Signore!”
Swallowing hard, I set his hand on his chest and reached to feel for a pulse. Maybe he’s just lost consciousness, like Marcello. I waited a moment, then moved my fingers to a different place, hoping I’d just missed it. Please, please… But I hadn’t.
He was gone.
I observed him for a long moment. At his dark eyes, lined with thick lashes, staring sightlessly up into the sky. He was young, as so many in this time were. The cities were dominated by people under thirty. Old people were a scarcity, killed off by infection, accident, disease that no one could treat. They fared better in the countryside. But this one—he couldn’t be more than twenty. And just married…only two weeks ago!
A knot formed in my throat, thinking of his wife waiting by a window, a door, watching the horizon for his return now that the battle was over. A return that would never come.
It crystallized my fear for Marcello. What if I held his hand this night and felt the life drain from him as well?
No. God hadn’t brought me all the way here to find love…just to lose it. Had he?
I looked around, trying to focus on the next task. I am Lady Forelli. A lady of a castle doesn’t get to lose it. Doesn’t get to give in. She carries on. She freaks out in private if she has to. Never in public. Never, ever in public. I shivered, remembering my breakdown after our escape from Rome. The memory felt perilously familiar, close. As if it was a chasm I teetered near…
I felt a warm hand on my shoulder, and Father Tomas knelt between me and Nuncio. He held his hand under the man’s nose, waiting for breath, then squeezed my shoulder again. “He is gone. I shall see to his last rites. You shall see to another?”
Slowly, I dragged my eyes to meet his, wanting him to see the wildness in them, wanting to silently admit my fear to him.
He was safe for me. Safe.
His own look became firm. “M’lady.” He lifted me to my feet, his round hands on each of my shoulders. We were the same height, and he stared into my eyes. “Fear is not of the Lord. It is of the Enemy. Do not give in to it.” He gave me a little shake, willing me to hear the impact of each of his words. Fear was of the Enemy. The Enemy. That was something I could grasp. Fight.
I nodded and looked down. But still he held me. Silently waiting for me to draw strength from him, solace, hope. “Our lives are in his hands alone,” he said softly. “We live only the number of days the Lord has granted us.”
“So it matters not how we live our lives? What we do?” I said, my anger choking out hope. “What we say? Whether we are good or evil?”
He gave me a gentle smile. “Nay. Nay. ’Tis a great matter, how we conduct ourselves. That is what gives our lives depth, meaning. Regardless of how many days we are given to do so.”
I stared back at him, trying to decipher what he was attempting to tell me.
“Fight the fear, Gabriella,” he said, releasing me at last. “Cling to truth and hope and love. In the end, that is all we are promised.” He shook his head, a wry grin in his eyes. “Nothing else.”
I nodded, confused as to why he was smiling when everything was so grim. Giving up, I numbly turned to answer questions from the servants and knights who awaited my attention as Father Tomas prayed over Nuncio. I tried to get Nuncio’s bride—now a widow—out of my mind. Tried to forget that my own husband fought for consciousness. And after every question was answered, after every man was sent to his designated hall for care and the courtyard was cleared, I made myself move over to the line of dead men lying like tin soldiers on the ground.
Slowly, I walked by each of them, looking into their faces. Recognizing each as a husband, father, son, brother, neighbor, cousin, friend.
And then I let the tears streak down my cheeks. For those lost. For those on the edge. For Marcello.
Please, Lord. Please. Let him return to me. Let others return to their wives and children. Please. Please, please, please…
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My eyes lifted to the guards on the walls and I saw that they watched me, recognized my tears. Their faces told me they noted my compassion, bonded with me further because of it. But I looked away, unable to bear it. How long until they, too, were like these before me? 
“Patrol returning!” called out a guard. “And a second, right behind them!”
Rodolfo rode in first at a canter, astride his massive gray gelding, and caught sight of me and my tear-stained face before I could duck my head. His men were right behind him, two of them clearly wounded. But his attention was solely on me. He dismounted before he was fully at a stop, hurried over to me and eased an arm around my shoulders. “Gabriella,” he said, his voice a moan in shared grief before he even knew what pained me. “Is it Marcello?”
I glanced at him in confusion. His tone held both fear and hope. Which outweighed the other? “Nay,” I said, shaking my head and sliding out of his uncomfortably familiar embrace. The guards…everyone would see! See his obvious attention, undue care—
“Then what burdens you so?” he asked, still holding my hand in both of his, insistent.
But then the second patrol rode in, Luca at the front, his face a mask of fury. I did a double take, so unfamiliar was his expression. Gone was the playful, fun Luca; in his place was solely a warrior on point. “Greco!” he screamed, charging toward us.
I frowned in confusion and alarm. Rodolfo took my hand and pulled me to the right to avoid Luca’s horse, but this seemed to only aggravate Luca further. He jumped to the ground and ran toward us. Rodolfo eased me behind him, just before Luca struck him. Hard. A massive belt to the cheek.
Rodolfo stumbled to the side but kept his feet. And my hand.
“Luca!” I cried, reaching out toward him with my other.
But he ignored me, his attention only on Rodolfo. “Unhand m’lord’s wife,” he seethed.
Rodolfo let go of my hand and lifted both of his to the air in a sign of submission. Luca moved so close that they were chest to chest, his face a snarl of challenge, while Rodolfo’s was resigned.
“Nay! Stop!” I cried, trying to part them but failing. “What…what has transpired?”
“This man,” Luca seethed, tapping Rodolfo’s chest as if he wanted to pierce it, “went out there”—he gestured angrily past the wall—“with a wish to meet the Angel of Death.”
I glanced back in confusion, but Rodolfo just slowly wiped the blood from a small cut in his cheek and stared hard at Luca.
“Of what do you speak?” I asked Luca, fully facing him now.
“We came across more Fiorentini,” he said, pacing, shaking his head as if trying to figure it out himself. “I commanded he hold in formation, to wait, but Rodolfo charged, instead. But for the grace of God, they all might’ve been killed.”
“I knew you would come to our aid in time,” Rodolfo said in a monotone. I gave him a hard look, but he wouldn’t return my gaze, still watching Luca as if he couldn’t be trusted. Which he probably couldn’t. The other men formed a semicircle around us, watching. Waiting.
“Why?” I asked. “Luca is the captain in charge of any knight that departs these gates. Even you, so new to us, understood this.”
Still, Rodolfo wouldn’t look at me.
Luca neared again, and Rodolfo tensed. Luca was shorter than Rodolfo by several inches, but you’d never know it by his demeanor. He got right up into Rodolfo’s face again. “Because he’s wracked by guilt,” Luca said.
He looked over at me meaningfully, and I felt an arrow go through my heart. What was that? Guilt over my own memories?
Others neared. My Dad, with Tomas. Captain Pezzati and his patrol rode in. “Let us go to the Great Hall and speak of this in private,” I said.
“Nay!” Luca shouted, making me jump. His face collapsed in sorrow. He shook his head and rubbed his neck with a grimy hand, which he then lifted to me, begging me in gesture. “Forgive me, m’lady, but permit me to see this through. In Marcello’s absence…” 
He took my silence as all the permission he needed. He moved toward Rodolfo again. “You are my brother.” He angrily rolled up his sleeve and lifted the tattoo into his line of vision. He snorted in derision. “You may as well be my brother by blood.” He dropped his sleeve and lifted both hands to grip Rodolfo’s shirt. “You have sacrificed everything, everything for Siena. For this house. For these people.” He leaned in, inches away from Rodolfo’s face again. “And I shall not let you kill yourself as a means of easing the pain.” He said the last so quietly that I wondered if only I heard it.
He backed away then, as we all seemed to be holding our breath.
“I deserve a night in the stocks,” Rodolfo said.
“Shall that do it, then? Or must we torture you as well?” Luca said. “What shall it take to free you? So that you might live, Rodolfo, rather than sacrifice your very life?”
“Luca,” I said, but it came out in a whisper. This was escalating so quickly…
Luca let out a strangled cry toward the sky, a mixture of fury and frustration and pain, his hands on either side of his jaw. He stood there like that for two seconds, then three. Then he lifted a hand of dismissal and turned away, the tension leaving him in a wave. “Put him in the stocks. Mayhap when dawn comes, he shall see that he was born to be one of us all along.”
He walked away, parting the group in two as they made way for him.
“Nay,” I said. “Nay! Sir Forelli!”
Luca paused, stiffened, but did not turn.
“Gabriella,” Dad said, and reluctantly, I looked in his direction. Slowly, he shook his head, urging me to leave it be. To let them do this their way.
Luca looked over his shoulder, waiting on me. “M’lady?”
I glanced from him to Rodolfo. Even he clearly didn’t want me to come to his aid. I sighed and said, “I trust you to see this through to a good end, Captain.”
“Thank you, m’lady,” he said. “May I suggest you return to your quarters? What is about to transpire might be beyond even your feminine fortitude.” I bet he was remembering the night I’d come to the aid of the two men splayed out in the courtyard, when I first arrived. When I didn’t understand the wages of war, the price. 
I turned and stumbled toward the doorway that led to my quarters, to Marcello, feeling empty. Lost. Adrift.
Dad wrapped his good arm around my shoulders. I was glad—so glad—he was with me. Because I couldn’t do this alone. I felt inside out. Like I was drowning.
But what I really wanted was Marcello. The thought of him made me desperate to see him, and I broke away from my father, scurrying to the door and flinging it open, not bothering to wait for him. I picked up my skirts and took the stairs two at a time, winding my way upward, then ran down the hall, remembering how it was just a few days ago, lit with candles and strewn with rose petals.…
Mom’s face didn’t hold the hope, the good news I so desperately needed. She was leaning over Marcello, placing a wet cloth on his forehead. In the dancing light of the candle beside his bed, I could see he was flushed and sweating so much his skin appeared wet, glistening. “Oh, no,” I groaned, rushing over to the bed and scrambling to kneel beside him. “No, no,” I said, quietly laying a hand on his chest, then pulling it away, shocked by the heat that rose from him in waves. I held my hand to my chest as if it still burned, felt the knowledge like a wound.
Fever. Infection. Internal trauma.
Please, Lord. Don’t take him. Don’t let his days be done…
“He’s been burning like this for an hour,” Mom said. “Sometimes it’s the body’s way to deal with whatever he’s suffering from. If he can get through this…”
I looked up at her. “And if he can’t?” I said. “If he can’t?” I shrieked, the panic building. Mom came around, climbed across the bed and gathered me in her arms from behind.
“We have to take him, Mom,” I said. “Lia and me. To the tunnel. To safety.” I felt her intake of breath, saw Dad blanch, clamping his lips shut. “We could leave you two here. Return to you. After…after he is okay.”
Dad shook his head. “No way. You’re not going anywhere without us.”
“And we can’t, Gabi,” Mom begged, squeezing me in a hug. “We can’t,” she said meaningfully.
I closed my eyes, feeling every weary, burdensome minute of the day we’d just endured. “We can’t,” I whispered back.
It was an impossible situation. Lose Marcello? Or lose Dad again?
“No,” Mom said with a gentle shake of her head. “We agreed to see through life here, come what may. Together. I have hope yet, Gabi. He is strong, sweetheart. Believe in your husband. Believe in him. He can make it through this.”
“You don’t even know what’s wrong! Not really!” I said.
“No,” she said. “But look at him. Look at him.”
I made myself to do as she said, searching his face. Even weakened by illness and wounds, he did look powerful. Strong.
But didn’t they say the big guys were the first to faint in a delivery room? The first to succumb to the weird viruses, surprising everyone around them? The big men who collapsed on the basketball court while dribbling, their hearts refusing to beat one more time?
Please, Lord, I prayed, thinking of Father Tomas’s words. Grant us more days. Please, please, please give us more days.

      [image: image-placeholder]Mom sent my Dad back to his room to rest, “not liking his color.”  He did have a terrible gray pallor to his skin. But then, he had been pierced by a sword at Castello Paratore—what I thought would be a death blow. It turned my stomach, remembering it. The sword going into his back and poking out of his chest. 
Mom stayed with me through the evening, insisting I down a few bites of stew, a few swallows of water, a few bites of bread, more water. Eventually, Lia arrived to hang out with me and Mom set off to check on Dad.
She paused at the door. “You’ll send for me if anything changes?”
I nodded and looked over to my sister, her homespun work dress stained darker in spots. Likely from the blood from her afternoon of suturing. “You should go too, Lia. You’ve been through so much. Go. Get some sleep.”
“Are you sure you don’t want me to stay here with you?”
“No. I’ll be okay. I’ll call for Giacinta if I need help. She can come for you and Mom if I need you.” I prayed I wouldn’t. Needing them would mean that Marcello had worsened.
Reluctantly, Lia slid off the foot of the bed and stood there. “You sure?”
“I’m sure.” But then I stopped her halfway to the door. “Oh. But I need one more favor tonight.”
She waited, but my hesitation made her light eyebrows lower with wariness. “What?” she asked in a tone that said maybe.
“Check on Rodolfo. It’s so cold out there.” I shivered and ran my hands over my arms. “Feels like rain.”
Her brows lowered further. “Gabi, Luca told me—”
“Please,” I said wearily. “It’s nothing but care for a friend. I swear it. He…he’s hurting. Feeling lost.” I looked over at Marcello and stroked his forehead. “I understand a bit of that. And I’m a part of the reason he’s here, feeling this way.” I lifted a hand, hushing her comeback before it popped out. “I know. I’m only a part. But I am a part. Please…just make sure he’s okay?”
She gave me a long, tired sigh, a single nod, and then left.
I laid down next to Marcello, and it was then that I noticed he’d stopped sweating, even though he still felt raging hot. His teeth were chattering, and he was shivering. It was weird, but I felt like it was a good sign. Whenever I’d had a fever, it’d moved to the chills right before it broke. But I remembered how I wanted every blanket available when it happened, and Marcello already had all we had in the room. I tapped my lips, considering him, wishing there was something I could do for him.
Dimly, I remembered an episode of Man vs. Wild where the host told viewers the best treatment for hypothermia was another person’s body. Skin against skin. I laughed under my breath at my own hesitation. Why not? We were married, were we not? I slid off the bed and out of my gown, tiptoeing over the cold, stone floor to hop under the covers. 
I moved his nearest arm to make room for me, not wanting to hurt him. I wrapped my thigh over his, which were clad only in leggings. And I nestled into the crook of his arm, resting my head on his shoulder and my arm across the expanse of his chest, willing my own body heat to ease the shuddering within him. “It’s okay,” I whispered. “Shh, shh. I’m here, Marcello. You can make it through this. I know you can. You are strong. You can do this. I love you, Marcello.”
And then I prayed, prayed for hours as he shivered, his teeth chattering so loudly they awakened me every time I dozed off.
Bring him back to me, Lord. Don’t take him now. Please don’t take him. We need more days. More days…
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