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Acclaim for


RIP TIDE

“Lisa T. Bergren is a master at writing time travel, and she’s created another spellbinding series with her Oceans of Time books. With rich historical details, deep characters, and a riveting plot, these books kept me turning the pages and eager for the next installment.”

—Jody Hedlund, best-selling author of Come Back to Me

“The Oceans of Time Series is nothing short of outstanding. With a world so vibrant and a story so gripping, the reader can’t help but time travel right along with the characters. I have no doubt these books will be lifelong favorites. I couldn’t put them down.”

—Nadine Brandes, award-winning author of Romanov and A Time to Die

“Rip Tide pulls you deep into another time and place with flawless execution. A rich and tangible setting with characters so alive and real and a familial bond that rings true between each page brings this story to life in a way only Lisa Bergren can. Rip Tide is the perfect second installment for the Oceans of Time series, and I can’t wait for the next!”

—S.D. Grimm, author of the Children of the Blood Moon series and A Dragon by Any Other Name

Acclaim for


ESTUARY

“This is the first time travel story I have read by Lisa T. Bergren, but it won’t be my last. Adventure, intrigue, romance, and magical realism! A fantastic story that will leave you breathless and excited for more. I’m so happy Estuary is the first in a series! I can’t wait for the next installment.”

—Gabrielle Meyer, best-selling author of the Timeless Series

“Sometimes you just need to check speculation at the door and sink into an utterly absorbing tale, taking you to a dreamy place (Italy), introducing you to fascinating people (time-travelers) and casually learn about a time period you might not know much about (medieval). Diving into the deep end of this first book in the Oceans of Time will bless you with a refreshing ‘break read,’ as well as a restorative opportunity to consider how families are sometimes uniquely brought together by God . . . a theme close to my heart.”

—Tricia Goyer, best-selling author of 80 books, including A Daring Escape

“Estuary will whisk you away into a richly woven world of danger and beauty—and sweeping romance. Full of twists and intrigue that will keep you turning pages, this riveting tale delves into the ties of family that span centuries and the parts of ourselves we discover in long-forgotten places. Fans of the original River of Time series—as well as new readers, diving in for the first time—will discover charm, heart and courage brought to life in a breathtaking new way. This spellbinding novel a must-read. Highly recommended!”

—Kara Swanson, Christy Award–winning author of Dust and Shadow

“Lisa Bergren weaves a beautiful story in this unique time jump novel. Medieval Italy provides the backdrop with knights, battles, and strong women. A definite recommendation for both those who love her River of Time series and fantasy.”

—Morgan L. Busse, award-winning author of The Ravenwood Saga and Skyworld series

“Fabulous and utterly satisfying! Estuary is a glorious return to Bergren’s much-beloved River of Time series. Beautiful portrayals of love, betrayal, and courage are as gorgeous as the Italian countryside in which they’re set. This story will delight Bergren’s longtime fans and have new readers searching caves for that portal back to medieval Italy to meet the infamous She-Wolves of Siena. Nock your arrows and get ready to ride—this is one story you won’t want to miss!”

—Ronie Kendig, award-winning author of the Droseran Saga
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Luciana

Struck by Lightning and Lived to Tell About It.

That’s the headline that ran through my mind as I lay on the tomb floor, trying to remember to breathe. Cascading through time felt—especially when we released our hands from the prints—like a shock wave going through me. I groaned and turned my head to see Ilaria and Domenico to my right, gradually coming around.

We’d made it. All of us had made it. Back to the right time? And . . . Giulio?

I pushed up on an elbow, looking around.

Lady Adri was asleep at the edge of the tomb, with a blanket below her and another on top—as if she had been camping out.

Sensing our movement, her lovely light-blue eyes opened, and she rose with the three of us, face aglow. “Oh, you did it!” She rushed to Ilaria and bent to examine her wound, just as Ilaria herself did. The scar upon her skin—while covered in dried blood—appeared as if it had healed years ago.

Lady Adri gripped the young woman’s shoulders, grinning, and hugged her close, then turned to Nico and me to do the same, kissing us each on both cheeks as the Italians do. “Well done, my young cousins. Well done!”

“How-how long have we been gone?” my brother asked.

“Toscano, per favore.” Ilaria touched his arm, wanting to understand too. In Tuscan, please. Meaning, their medieval dialect of Italian.

“You were gone three days,” Adri returned in the native tongue. “You were swift,” she added in admiration. “Was it about three minutes?”

“About. But we weren’t quite swift enough,” he added ruefully.

She lifted a brow. “Oh?”

“Doctor Manero and two men were in the tomb when we arrived. One saw us appear. They tried to grab us. I think all three of them saw us disappear. Maybe a fourth.”

Adri’s eyebrows rose. “Oh.”

“What happened?” Ilaria stared down at her blood-soaked gown. “I remember getting hit by the arrow. But little after, until. . .” She looked at me and my brother. “Where were we? Who were those people?”

Nico rubbed the back of his neck. “That will take a bit to explain.”

“Well, then, please. Begin.” Ilaria crossed her arms.

“Has anyone seen this happen before?” I asked, turning Adri aside as my brother began to tell Ilaria the truth about our ability to travel through time—and the tunnel’s ability to heal.

Adri put a hand on her head, thinking. “No. A number have seen us emerge from or disappear into the tomb, but we’ve always been able to explain it away. None but family have actually seen it occur.”

“Will they chalk it up to a dream?” I asked hopefully.

Her eyes narrowed. “Not Manero. He will conduct a very thorough investigation. Mayhap even do damage to the tunnel in his desire to discover what is transpiring.”

My pulse picked up. “Would he dig into the wall? Isn’t that against all the archeology rules?” My thoughts ran in two different directions at once—I had really wanted to come back. To the Forellis. To Giulio.

But to not have the option to return to our own time? Ever?

“I hope not. But I’ve seen Manero’s desire for fame push him to take shortcuts that most of our peers would condemn.” She took my hand, understanding in her wise eyes. “Do not fear. Should you wish to return, I believe there is another tunnel. The Betarrinis who previously visited us arrived via a tomb near Firenze.”

Nico and Ilaria rejoined us, Ilaria blinking rapidly, as if trying to absorb it all. “What is this?” She lifted a hand. “You do not intend to remain?” She looked to Nico. “After all that has transpired to bring you here not once, but twice?”

He glanced at me. “I-I believe we do. At least for a while?”

I bit my tongue. I was ninety percent sure I wanted to stay with the Forellis. To figure out where this thing with Giulio was going. But to promise forever? I wasn’t ready for that. After all, things hadn’t turned out so well for my parents and their marriage. What did I know about forming something strong enough to go the distance?

I saw the wall go up in Ilaria’s pretty brown eyes when I didn’t respond. Still, she took Nico’s hand and then mine, looking at both of us. “Thank you, my friends. Thank you for saving me. I-I believe I was dying.”

“You were,” Adri said gravely.

“Tell us what has happened since we left,” I said, eager to catch up on the news.

We followed Adri out of the tomb. No one was within view, to my relief. But also my disappointment. Where was Giulio? The others?

“We received word yesterday that Marcello and Gabi, Fortino, Luca, and Lia are all in Firenze. There is to be a hearing soon.”

I took a breath—so glad they were all alive—but her tone implied a trial was dire news indeed.

“Tiliani, Giulio, and every available knight are on the hunt for Sir Ercole and his companion. Our only hope is to find them and force them to confess to the Fiorentini at the hearing. With so many dead . . . we fear the very worst outcome.”

What did that mean? Would they hang them? Chop off their heads? I bit my lip. “What of Lord Paratore? Will he help us?”

“Gabi sent word to tell us he is conflicted. Torn between believing that we had nothing to do with the murders of his fellow citizens and the circumstantial evidence that we were instrumental in the bloodbath. He faces incredible pressure from his fellow countrymen to be as vengeful as they.”

“He can’t possibly . . . not after spending so much time among us!” It caught me—how my use of us so easily slipped from my tongue. “Has Tiliani spoken to him? In person?”

“She shall,” Adri said, as we moved as rapidly toward Castello Forelli as Ilaria could manage. While my friend appeared healed, she was still pale, perhaps as affected from the shock of time travel as her wound. “But our priority needs to remain on finding Ercole and his woman, a former castello maid named Rosa. If one of them—or the mercenaries they hired—can testify that the tunics they wore were not Forelli-issued, but fake, ‘twould aid us.”

“If Tiliani could speak to Aurelio, I am certain she could convince him.” Ilaria wiped perspiration from her forehead. “He seemed genuinely fond of her.”

“Be that as it may, Luca and Lia are reluctant to let her anywhere near the border. As am I. There are already enough of us trapped on the other side. You know how mob mentality goes.”

We all paused to take in her words. They genuinely feared we would lose those already in Firenze.

“What of Benedetto?” Ilaria asked.

Adri’s elegant brows furrowed. “He is abed with a fever these last two days. None of the remedies Chiara and I have tried have given him relief.”

“Was he wounded in the battle?” Ilaria asked, her hand moving to her own scar. “Is it infection?”

“Nay.” Adri shook her head, clearly troubled.

“Back to aiding those in Firenze,” Nico said. “What if we find some of the men who aided Ercole on the road? Those who wore the stolen Castello Forelli tunics and attacked the Perugian patrols?”

“We are on the hunt for them as well,” she said. “But mercenaries more readily slip into the shadows.”

“I saw Ercole and the maid in Siena,” I put in. “I think I might recognize them both again. I should be on the hunt too.”

“We shall all join the effort,” Nico said.

Four knights rode up to us at the forest’s edge. Sir Fiore’s weather-rimmed eyes flicked over the three of us, and his brows lifted in surprise. “You have . . . returned. And Ilaria—you are well?”

“Indeed,” she said, placing a hand over her wound as if it still pained her. “The Betarrinis aided me in the forest, hiding me away and tending to my wound.”

“God be praised,” he said faintly, as if he wasn’t completely buying it.

Had he heard that she had been pierced through in the battle? I knew he was truly glad to see Ilaria up and about—but I’d be wondering too. And not appreciate being kept in the dark.

He dismounted. “Please, Lady Ilaria.” He gestured to his gelding.

Playing the part of a wounded maid, she allowed him to lift her up and onto the saddle, and in gentlemanly fashion, he looked away from the bare skin of her calves as her skirts rose. She kept her hand over her chest the whole time, but as she shifted, briefly let go to settle her skirts. Had Fiore glimpsed what I had? The slashed-open bodice? The puckered but clearly healed skin? Or only the dried blood?

He looked a good bit shaken as he took the reins and led her forward. What else had he witnessed over his years of serving the Betarrinis and Forellis? Surely this was not the first time he had encountered something mysterious.

Two other knights offered Adri and me their own horses, but we decided to walk. One moved to lead our small procession forward, Sir Fiore remaining beside Ilaria, and the other two behind us. It was a beautiful summer midafternoon—not too hot, even though this was usually the warmest part of the day.

I took a deep breath as we neared Castello Forelli, my nostrils filling with the scent of pine and eucalyptus and lilac. I was eager to be inside the castle’s walls and hoped Giulio had returned from his search. While to my mind, we had been apart for only a couple of hours, it felt like the full three days he had experienced. Would he be gone until nightfall? No one was going to let Nico and me grab some horses and peel out on our own search. Nor would that be wise. But I was itching to do something to help, and quickly.

I scanned the woods, finding it hard to believe we were not still under attack. Three days had passed. Three days, in a matter of minutes! What would’ve happened had Manero succeeded in waylaying us? Separating us? Hours could quickly mean years here. How long had passed when Gabi and Lia traveled back each time? I wished they were here so I could ask them.

My mind returned to the tomb and the possibility that Manero would do some harm to the wall—and therefore the tunnel—in his quest to figure out just what they had witnessed.

He had become somewhat of an adversary to the Betarrinis over the years. Would he be obsessed with discovering if that’s why they had disappeared too?

Adri, walking beside me, seemed to read my thoughts. “It is a great deal to contemplate,” she said quietly, in English. “Remaining here. Forever. ’Twas something the girls and I wrestled with for a long time.”

“How did you know? That it was right for you?” I returned.

She looked up at the castle and moved around the opposite side of a boulder on the dirt path, then emerged, chin in hand. “In the end, it was simply the only answer. Once we had Ben with us, and Gabi and Lia had found their hearts entwined with the Forellis, it was just right. And we found we were together here as a family like we’d never been before.”

“Nothing like fighting for your lives to bring a clan closer, huh?”

She gave me a rueful smile and bent closer. Nico was directly in front of us, so he could hear, but not the two knights on horseback behind us. “There was that, yes. But it was more. The communal nature of the castello. The connection to others went beyond our nuclear family, which was so different than what we’d experienced in America. We’d long witnessed it among the Italians, of course. They are famously clannish. But here? In this time? It’s even more prevalent.” She walked a few steps farther. “Once we were one with them—experiencing this fierce love they share—we could not imagine separating from them again.”

“Did you fear losing Ben had you traveled again?” Nico asked over his shoulder.

“We knew not what would happen, but it was a factor. However, I don’t think we would have left. This became our home. Our place. Our people. As it might become yours.”

“Why?” I asked. “Why would God send us here? Why us?”

“That’s a question for Father Giovanni.” She took my hand and gave it a brief squeeze. “And for each of you, as it was for each of us. ’Tis an important step in deciding. Do not fear speaking to him. He has been our confidant—in all matters—for years.”

The priest knew? Everything?

“Lady Adri at the gates!” called a guard, spotting us. He grinned and leaned over the parapet as if he could not believe his eyes. “And more—Lady Ilaria and the Betarrinis! Open the gates at once!”

His command echoed below, and we heard the creaking slide of the iron crossbeam, then watched as the patched doors opened—giant, new, pink wooden beams between the old weathered-gray ones now—where it had been broken through by the Perugian battering ram. As two knights pulled them aside, I looked to those gathering in the courtyard, alerted by the castle gate guard’s delighted call. There was Cook and Tomasso and the archers, Otello and Baldarino. I smiled with them as they hurried forward to greet us all.

But it was Ilaria they were most concerned about, of course. They’d probably all thought they’d never see her again, since when we carried her away, it appeared as if she was dying. I was thankful we had been gone at least three days. What would have happened if we’d reappeared after only one? It was already hard enough to explain how Ilaria was upright and able to sit on a horse.

She bent her head, letting her hair fall over most of her face.

“God be praised!” cried Cook, going to Ilaria’s side as Sir Fiore aided her in dismounting. “What is this miracle?”

“I found them in the Fiorentini forest,” Adri said, loudly enough to be overheard. “The Betarrini twins discovered a medicinal moss and packed her wound, seeing her through the long days and nights between us. God be praised, Lady Ilaria appears to be on the mend. But we must get her to her quarters. Cook, please send two buckets of hot water. Tomasso, please fetch my tincture chest. Luciana, would you be so kind as to aid me with Ilaria?”

“Of course.”

Chiara emerged from a turret and ran toward her sister. “Ilaria!” she cried, her face awash in relief.

“I must tell her,” Ilaria whispered to Adri when Chiara was halfway across to us.

“She knows,” she returned. “She was with us when you went.”

Ilaria wrapped an arm around Luciana’s shoulders and kept her hand on her chest, curling in as if in pain, for the sake of the others around us. Chiara reached us and put trembling hands on her sister’s cheeks, gazing at her with tearful wonder. “You are . . . here. And well?”

Ilaria smiled and nodded. “I am on the mend. But please, I must rest. Might you help me to my room?” We were all feeling the heat of so many eyes—and the need for frank conversation.

“Yes, of course. Come at once.” Her sister scurried to wrap her arm about her waist.

But as soon as Ilaria sat down on her bed and the maid closed the door behind her, Chiara went to her knees beside her, clutching her hands. “Ilaria! Ilaria!” she cried, tears rushing down her cheeks. “I cannot believe . . . I mean, we so hoped—”

“I am well, sister, well.” Ilaria smiled, tearing up too. “Examine me yourself.”

Chiara’s long fingers traced over Ilaria’s face as if verifying she was real. “I saw you . . . disappear,” she said with a ragged breath. “I feared I might never see you again!”

“And yet here I am.” Ilaria sat up. “Whole and hale. See?” She spread apart the fabric of her bodice so Chiara could see the healed wound.

Chiara’s fingers went to her mouth as she paled. “How? How is this possible?” She looked from her sister to Adri to us.

“’Tis the miracle of what certain Betarrini siblings are able to do,” Adri said. “’Tis how Gabriella was saved from her poisoning.”

“Nay.” Chiara made the sign of the cross over herself and gazed at her sister as if she were an apparition. “’Tis a miracle of God.”

“That too,” Adri said with a smile.

Could it be? I wondered. Could God have really used us to do such a thing? Did he want Ilaria alive for some purpose? And why had we been chosen? We were nothing more than two regular college kids.

I had to admit I was moved by the gleeful reunion of the sisters. Had we not agreed to go, to take Ilaria through, there was no doubt she would have been dead within minutes. Her bright smile, her fierce loyalty, her draw to my brother and him to her—gone within a breath’s time. The thought rattled me.

I glanced at my brother. Tears streamed down his face, too, as he watched the sisters. He cared for her, deeply cared. Because Nico never cried. Since we’d been kids, I’d seen it happen only three times—when the Yankees won the World Series, and when our mother and grandmother each breathed their last.

He turned toward me and wrapped an arm around my shoulders, still gazing at the sisters hugging each other tight. “Thanks, Luci,” he whispered, kissing me on the temple. “For going. And for returning.”

“Better that than captured by Manero and interrogated for days,” I muttered.

“Sure,” he said with a knowing smile, crossing his arms. “That was totally the reason you came back.”

“Well, yeah.” I grinned impishly, thinking of Giulio. “What other reason would I have?”
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Tiliani

Conjecturing that our enemies had sought to poison our neighbors against us, we mapped out their next potential target. They had succeeded with Fortebraccio and Belucci to our eastern border, and now with the Fiorentini to the north. With Siena to our southwest, our only remaining open flank was to the northeast, so we concentrated on visiting neighbors there, affirming our intent for ongoing peace, and searching their woods for our enemies.

Now, after a week of lining villagers’ and merchants’ purses with Forelli coin, we were finally on the trail of a band of mercenaries camping in the woods near the border—one of them reportedly in possession of a golden tunic.

After searching all day, we at last saw the spiraling rise of campfire smoke in the distance. Communicating through hand signals, we agreed that Giulio would lead twelve men directly toward them, while I would lead the other twelve off the road and go around to cut them off should they try to flee. I left before Giulio to find good spots for my archers. But I knew he wouldn’t tarry long, fearful that our presence would be detected.

I urged my mount to move faster through the trees, my heart pounding. Did we finally have them? We needed to capture at least one alive—someone who knew of the intrigue—in order to clear the Forelli name and free our family from the Fiorentini’s nets. Their trial was fast approaching, and it would take a day and a half just to travel there. We had to find our witnesses, and quickly.

I gestured to Iacapo and Falito, urging them to take up position in trees on either side of the road. Then to Gaspare and Agostino, to do the same farther along the road. Four swordsmen moved toward the wood on the road itself, remaining mounted. Two more hobbled their horses and stood their ground before me. The last two flanked me. We were ready.

I prayed each man remembered their charter to not kill, only maim. I prayed we would find the one we needed. Just one, Lord. We need but one. But two would be better.

Was Andrea Ercole amongst them, or one of his hired men? Was the girl, Rosa, with them too? Ideally, we would capture them—for they were surely instrumental in the Fiorentini bloodbath in Siena. Luciana and Domenico had given them chase. If only they had succeeded in bringing them down!

I thought of my time-traveling cousins, and of Ilaria, disappearing with them. Would they ever return? Giulio and I had both been in dismal spirits since they departed, fretting that we might have lost Ilaria forever. But what choice had we? She had been about to die when the twins took her. According to my aunt and mother, it could be days, or weeks—or even years—before they returned. If they were able to return at all. It all depended on what they encountered on the other side.

Nona thought it highly probable, given her experience with my aunt and mother. I rested in that—her hope that the twins would return our beloved Ilaria—and chose to ignore the fear that lined Chiara’s eyes.

We waited, straining to hear men coming our way, my mount dancing beneath me with the tension. And then I thought about taking a witness to Firenze, clearing the Forellis’ good name . . . and seeing Valentino Valeri. He had gone with Lord Aurelio Paratore, his only recourse as his captain. But now, with him on the far side of the border, it seemed as if he was as cut off from me as I was from Ilaria. As if an insurmountable wall had risen between us.

If I saw him in Firenze, would we be able to find a moment? To speak? I shook my head. This was not the time to be lost in fanciful dreams.

“M’lady,” Agostino said under his breath, nodding toward the wood.

I heard it at the same time. A cry, a shout, the clang of swords. The whinny of a horse.

“Steady,” I growled, as much for myself as the men about me.

They emerged then, riding fast. A pair together, then a single rider, then three more. From the sound of it, the others were battling with Giulio’s men amongst the trees.

My first line of archers shot at the leading pair, but in their efforts to maim but not kill, missed one and shot the other through the thigh. He managed to keep his seat and kept on riding. The second line of tree archers took out the one they had missed, shooting him in the shoulder at such close range that the force of it sent him wheeling over the back of his mare. Seeing us ahead, the next man rode wide and into a field.

“Go after him,” I said, sending one of the horsemen at my flank.

Without hesitation, he was off.

Iacapo and Falito descended from the trees to capture the wounded man. But the masked trio riding past them—and rounding toward the woods—stole my breath. One wore Forelli gold! And the smaller one had to be a woman. Rosa?

But they were escaping.

“With me!” I shouted to Agostino, still on his horse. “To your mounts and follow!” I cried to the swordsmen. We gave chase, granting our horses enough rein to find their own sure path as we galloped behind the three fugitives.

We gained on them by riding beside the edge of the forest, glimpsing them between the trees, until the wood became too thick. I saw one riderless horse, then a second, and belatedly realized they had abandoned their mounts where the woods grew thicker. Agostino and I circled back and studied the wood, frequently pausing to listen for the telltale sign of those bushwhacking their way through—or trying to stealthily slip away. But we heard nothing beyond the labored breathing of our own horses.

Where had they gone?

With a grunt of frustration, I dismounted and slapped Cardo’s rump, sending him away, frustrated that his heaving breath might be disguising our enemy’s escape. Agostino did the same. Together, we held our own breath, listening for any sign of them. But there was nothing. Had they gone to ground? Were they but a few paces away, hidden in the thick foliage?

Forming a protective arc, somewhat flanking one another, Agostino and I cautiously moved left, where the woods seemed less daunting—more passable—and mayhap more attractive for someone intent on escape.

Blood pulsed in my ears. In the distance, men cried out in battle. Giulio had managed to waylay some of them, at least. My eyes darted left and right, searching the wood. Where, Lord? Where? Please do not let them escape us again.

I heard the whir of the blade just in time. I dodged left, and the dagger, coming end over end, rammed into the tree beside me.

Agostino and I turned to see a second dagger winging its way toward him. It grazed his cheek, and he winced but concentrated on the two men coming our way, swords drawn, cloths across their faces in an effort at disguise.

Masked or not, I knew the taller one was Andrea Ercole.

Agostino drew his sword. I pulled the short sword I wore in a hilt between my shoulder blades, my bow useless in such close proximity.

“I am Lady Tiliani Forelli,” I gritted out, planting my feet and preparing to defend myself when they did not pause. “And you are to lay down your swords and come with us.”

They continued their approach, ignoring my command.

When they reached us, they divided and struck at Agostino and me at the same time. We blocked and parried, then came back-to-back.

“I know who you are,” said the taller man across our blades, looking down at me.

“As I know you, Sir,” I growled, trying to stab him in the leg, “Ercole.”

“You saw through my disguise,” he said, as if disappointed. He again lifted and brought his own sword down hard. I narrowly lifted my blade in time to block him. Where were my swordsmen on horseback? Had Rosa lured them in another direction?

I heard Agostino swear under his breath, then the clang of their swords meeting, right before mine hit Ercole’s.

Andrea Ercole was an adept swordsman—one Giulio had been reluctant to dismiss—and I was now reminded of his prowess. I leaned back and felt the tip of his blade just miss my belly. I turned and stabbed again—the best use of a short sword—but he sidestepped me. His next attempt nearly took off my head. It brushed past my ear and I distantly wondered if he had taken a part of it.

Agostino cried out. I dared a glance in his direction. He staggered, hand to his gut.

Ercole struck again and I blocked him. We stared at each other across our blades. “Let us go, m’lady,” he said. “Or you and your man die here today.”

I held his gaze. Everything in me wanted to refuse him, but wisdom prevailed. They clearly had us, and to allow him to escape was the wiser choice.

But it burned. Oh, how it burned.

I panted, still trying to think of another way to entrap them, hoping my men would arrive, but neither a stroke of brilliance nor reinforcements arrived.

When Agostino took another blow, I bit my lip and stepped back. “So be it,” I said reluctantly. I lowered my sword. “Go. But harm my family no further.”

“That I cannot promise.” I heard the grin behind his tone.

“Why?” I asked. “What drives you to such lengths? All this murder and mayhem, merely because we dismissed you from your post?”

He laughed under his breath, brazenly ripping away his mask. I knew the maids had all thought his long face with chiseled cheekbones and ample lips handsome, but I could never agree with them. What he did next reminded me why.

He lifted his sword to my neck and let his eyes roam down my body then back to meet my gaze. Bile rose in my throat. I remembered the dishonored maid, her tears. And why I had urged my father to send him away.

“You shall know my reasons in time, m’lady. My post at Castello Forelli was but one rung in my ladder upward. The more I can lay your family low, the easier it shall be for me to claim what is mine.”

I frowned in puzzlement. What did he believe was his?

“Mayhap in time, you shall be my lady.”

I laughed and used my gloved hand to shove away his sword. “I would rather fall upon that blade.”

“That can be arranged,” he said with a cocky smile. He slapped his companion on the back and the two dived into the brush, making their way steadily uphill, every step audible. I itched for my bow and quiver, the chance to riddle their path with arrows, but honor held me. He had spared me when he could clearly have killed me and my knight. Why? Would it not have been the greatest blow to our house to take me down?

Nay, his purpose was not so obvious. And I found it far more menacing, coming from the shadows. He could not have been serious, with his mention of making me his lady. Could he?

Two of my men rode up at last. “Lady Tiliani!”

I stifled a sigh and leveled a gaze at them, even as I moved to come up underneath Agostino’s arm when he faltered. “What waylaid you?”

“The woman,” he said, grimacing.

“Did you capture her?”

“Nay! Armando and Benito were after her, but they had set a trap. She sliced through a rope as she passed by, sending a ram into those who chased her. It hit Armando’s gelding and he careened into the other. Benito’s arm is broken.”

“So they anticipated us finding them and giving chase,” I said.

“We have spread the word wide,” Alessandro grunted. “All know whom we seek.”

I stared up the hillside, green leaves of oak and maple dancing in the afternoon breeze. “Where will they seek shelter?”

“They know we shall scour these hills,” Baldarino said.

“Indeed. So then the only place they can hide is . . .”

“Firenze,” he finished. “Unless they circle back to Perugia or Arezzo.”

I pondered it. Ercole still had at least one more Forelli tunic. For what nefarious purpose did he keep it?

“The hour is late,” I said wearily. “Let us see if Lord Greco was able to capture any others.”

“We do have at least one captive of our own,” Baldarino said. “The man Falito shot at the edge of the wood. Mayhap our men were able to capture the other.”

“That is good,” I said. But it grated at me. Those we needed most were Andrea Ercole and Rosa—and they’d slipped through our fingers again.

[image: * * *]

Dusk had nearly given way to dark when we met up with Giulio Greco’s patrol and finally reached the gates of the castello. “Lady Forelli and Lord Greco have returned! Open the gates!” called Frederico.

We heard his echoed order below, and after a brief wait, the towering gates opened. Our grandmother, Adri, awaited us, and I fought not to hang my head in failure as we neared her and dismounted. But she was not as grim faced as I anticipated. Nay, her face was . . . exultant. “What is it? Have you had good news from Firenze?”

My grandmother’s smile faltered. “Still no further word from Firenze. But some from those of Britannia.” She turned partway, and Giulio and I looked past her to the others who gathered. My eyes widened.

“Ilaria!” I cried, already swinging down out of the saddle. “And Luciana! Domenico!”

Giulio rushed ahead of me. We collided as a group, sharing hugs and kisses and greetings. Ilaria held her chest—bound in fresh bandages—as if protecting it, but I knew her well enough to recognize she wasn’t as injured as she acted. I could not get over the thought that she was alive. When she’d vanished with the Betarrinis, I’d fought to hold on to hope. Fought not to give in to grief, as if she were lost to us forever.

But now she stood here among us. Stood, when only days ago, Nona had said she had minutes left to live.

I turned to the twins, gripping each of their shoulders. “You did it. Oh, my dear ones, you did it.”

They grinned back at me. “We simply did what we could,” Domenico said. “The rest? Well that, we cannot explain.”

I glanced around, my smile fading. “Nona, Benedetto still has not risen?”

She glanced at me, her eyes troubled. “Nay. His fever has worsened.”

I frowned. I was accustomed to our people responding well to Chiara and Nona’s remedies. But in recent weeks, fevers that never abated had taken several lives within a nearby village. Had my cousin come down with the same illness?

Giulio picked up Ilaria and held her close, eyes closed, as if he might never let her go. “Oh, how glad I am that you have returned, sister. I thought . . . I thought we had lost you.” He slowly set her down and turned to Luciana. “And your return, m’lady . . .” He put his hand to his chest and partially bowed his head, staring at her with tears in his eyes. “I count myself doubly blessed this night. I cannot express how very glad I am that you are home as well.”

“As am I.” She blushed prettily under his intense gaze and took a daring step closer to him.

I had never seen my friend so smitten. Beyond them, Ilaria shared shy words with Domenico. Ilaria. A woman who never acted shy!

What was this? Were both Giulio and his sister falling for the Betarrini twins? And was that partly why they had returned? As I stared at them—giddy with joy—Nona drew alongside and put a comforting arm around me.

It was as if she had anticipated my feelings before I recognized them myself.

The joy I felt for my friends and cousins intensified my longing for my own love. To be with the one who had first sparked it. The only one who had ever done so.

Sir Valentino Valeri.

“Tiliani?” Nona asked. “We need to hear of the day. What of the two men you brought back as captives?”

“We know not, yet, what they do.”

“Leave them to me.” Giulio motioned toward four knights to retrieve our captives. “Take them to the dungeon. We shall interrogate them after we sup.”

“Come, beloved,” Nona said to me. “Let us look in on Benedetto. Mayhap hearing your voice shall rouse him.”

“He has not opened his eyes at all?” I asked in alarm.

She shook her head. “Not since last night. Worse, Chiara and I are hard-pressed to get more than a swallow of water down his throat.”

“His fever remains?”

“Nothing seems to touch it.”

A knight opened the door for us, and we climbed the turret stairs and entered the family wing. Benedetto’s rooms were close, and a knight was stationed outside his door as guard. He bent his head in greeting and wordlessly opened the door for us.

A maid wrung out a wet cloth in a basin and placed it across my cousin’s forehead. She curtsied and stepped aside for us.

“Any change?” Nona asked.

“None, m’lady.”

“Benedetto,” I said, settling on the edge of his bed and taking his hand. “’Tis I, Tiliani. Might you open your eyes, cousin?”

There was no response. Yesterday, he had periodically roused. He had even made a terrible joke, trying to make me laugh. I put my hand to his forehead. He was still so terribly hot.

“He perspires no longer. Is that not a good sign?” I asked.

“Nay,” Nona said, settling on the other side of his bed and dousing another cloth in the water. She let it trickle between his parted lips. “I fear he is terribly dehydrated.”

“He should be better by now. This fever must break soon.”

“It is a stubborn one.” She lifted her pretty blue eyes to meet mine. “You must prepare yourself, dear one. Your cousin is fighting for his life.”

“His life? But this is no plague,” I said, confused. Benedetto was young and hale! The villagers who had died had been old and frail. “If it gets worse, the Betarrinis could take him through the tunnel. Heal him like they did Ilaria.”

But Nona was shaking her head. “They were very nearly captured on the other end. We are fortunate they were able to return. We might not be so lucky if they attempt it again.”

I stared at my cousin. “But Zio Marcello! Zia Gabi and Fortino!” I said nothing more. My grandmother understood.

If Benedetto hovered on the edge of death, his family ought to be surrounding him. For them to return home to find him . . . gone?

’Twas unthinkable.

[image: * * *]

Luciana Betarrini

As everyone dispersed, Giulio remained with me. Gradually even the servants gave us our space, leaving us alone in the middle of the massive courtyard. It felt good to be surrounded by the comforting, protective walls again, among our people. But even better to be with Giulio. He took my hand and ran his thumb over my fingers as if trying to verify that I was truly here with him.

“I am not an apparition,” I said.

He looked about, and seeing we were alone, lifted his other hand to my cheek, staring into my eyes. “Nay, you are not.”

“I am very glad to see you,” I said softly.

“No more than I, you.” He lifted my hand to kiss it. His lips were warm and soft, and I longed to stand on my tiptoes and kiss him in earnest. But the center of the courtyard was not really the right place to make out. Even I knew that.

I saw Tiliani and Adri exit the turret and walk, arm in arm, toward the Great Hall. Their faces were somber. What was the matter? Was it Benedetto? Was he really bad?

“We should go to the hall,” I said. “You are going to give me a bad reputation, keeping me out here in the shadows like this. And Adri and Tiliani will want your report, will they not?”

“Yes.” With a heavy sigh he offered me his arm. “But do not leave my side, Luciana. I cannot bear it at the moment.”

I smiled as we walked, knowing the guy was scared I might disappear again. But I really liked how forthright he was. And I liked the sense of claiming in his words. I mean, I could leave his side if I wanted to. He wasn’t forcing me to stay. But Lord Giulio Greco wanted me at his side.

Me. Like no man had ever wanted me.

At least he did right now. Don’t get ahead of yourself, woman.

But I couldn’t help myself. I’d dated before, but I’d never ever had a guy like this so into me. It was hard to not grin from ear to ear.

We entered the hall. A fire crackled in the massive fireplace at the far end. Though it was late summer, the evenings—and the cavernous hall, crafted of stone—tended to be chilly. The fire was a welcome sight as we drew closer to the others. I thought back to my own time, when we stood inside that long-defunct fireplace, scrubbed clean of any soot. Here and now, massive logs glowed red, and smoke disappeared up the blackened chimney.

Adri sat on Lady Forelli’s chair, the lone presiding elder present. The rest of us stood. In quick order, Tiliani told them all she knew, including the story of letting Sir Ercole and his companion go. “Forgive me, Nona. I failed you and the family.”

“You did the only thing you could,” she said kindly. “Had you not, they would have likely slain you and then disappeared. At least this way, you live another day to capture them.”

“I do not know if we can, in time,” she said.

“This Ercole dude is getting on my nerves,” Nico said in my ear.

“Mine too.”

“Guys like that . . . they want to hang around to see what happens.”

I thought about it. We’d seen our share of crime shows over the years. Arsonists always stuck around to see the fire. “You think he’s heading to Firenze?”

“It’s logical,” he whispered. “He’ll want to witness his moment of glory.”

I nodded, then whispered our thoughts in Giulio’s ear as Lutterius gave a report of the wounded men they had captured. Both captives insisted they were in Ercole’s employ but steadfastly declared they had not been a part of attacking the patrols—they maintained it had been others before them. Ercole had disbanded that group, gave them coin to escape to Spain, and found new mercenaries.

“I shall interrogate them myself,” Giulio said. “To be certain they speak the truth.” His tone was ominous. What pain tactics would he use? I shuddered at the thought, but had to remember this was a different day and age. Such things were the norm. I remembered Marcello and Luca returning from Perugia, battered after days of their own interrogation.

“If Ercole did as they say,” Nico whispered to me, “he’s clever.”

“Sending the bad guys off to another country? Yeah. He’s always one step ahead. But if we can find Ercole in Firenze, we’d have him where we need him most.”

“But we will be in enemy territory.”

“For a bit,” Nico said with a shrug. “Get in. Nab this dude. Force him to tell the truth. And get the heck out of dodge with our family in tow.”

“That easy, eh?”

“Easy peasy.” But even Nico’s bravado could not hide the glint of fear in his eyes.
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Luciana

As we concluded our meeting, Giulio found my pinkie among the folds of my skirts and hooked it with his. Standing as close as we were in the circle, few would’ve noticed it. And while it was the tiniest touch possible, it may as well have been an iron rod attracting a lightning strike. After a moment, he tugged slightly on it and then released me, giving me a small smile as he headed toward the door. He wanted me to follow. For what? To talk? To kiss? Didn’t he have prisoners to interrogate?

“I need to, uh, change for the evening meal,” I told Ilaria.

I followed Giulio into the deep shadows between the rays of light cast by torches dotting the walls. He stayed ahead of me by twenty paces, maybe searching for some secret alcove—someplace we wouldn’t be discovered.

But when he drew to a stop, it was beside the very well-lit chapel door.

I hesitated. What was this? He didn’t think we were going to get married or something right now did he?

How fast did medieval couples move on the love-and-marriage front in Italy? I remembered from my studies that in England, it could be an extended courtship or an arranged marriage in which couples met and married the same day. Marriage was an anything-goes concept in this period. Just as it pretty much was in mine. Lots of people spontaneously decided to elope. Was this a medieval version of Vegas’s Chapel of Love?

I cocked my head and waited, hands on my hips, as he opened the door.

He gave me another small smile and gestured inward. “Go in, Luciana,” he said softly. “There is someone I wish for you to meet.”

I followed him inside and saw the small priest, Father Giovanni, on his knees before an altar at the front of the tiny stone chapel. I’d never entered it before, though I’d seen many of Castello Forelli’s inhabitants attending services throughout the day. We went to the second row of benches, crossed ourselves, and then sat down, awaiting the priest to conclude his petitions. His head was bowed in earnest prayer, his arthritic-bent fingers running through his rosary beads.

Before I could ask Giulio why it was so urgent I meet the priest, he took a knee, head lowered in prayer. I sat there awkwardly for a moment, wondering what I ought to do. There was a strong urge to follow suit and kneel as well—I didn’t want Giulio to think I was a total heathen. And yet I hadn’t been to mass since it was required in our Catholic high school. Other than, you know, Christmas and Easter.

Mom and my grandmother had been devout. Dad, not so much. Last I knew, he was on his own “spiritual quest” out in California, which apparently relied heavily on time spent in hot yoga and long swims in the ocean.

So to kneel felt fake. Not that I didn’t believe in God. I did. I just hadn’t thought about him all that much before he sent me and my brother hurtling through time.

I finally ducked my head and silently prayed, Lord, show me what this is all about. Why you’ve brought me here. And if Giulio is truly The One. Because I’m scared he is. And kind of scared that I’m scared. What is that all about? Okay, then. That’s it. Oh, and help Benedetto to get better tonight. Amen.

When I opened my eyes, Father Giovanni was rising with some effort—as if he might have just finished praying for hours—and turned to find us. He smiled warmly, welcoming me with a sparkly eyed nod. He then folded his hands, patiently waiting for Giulio to finish his own prayer. I fought the urge to nudge him. Priests always made me feel uneasy and judged. This one might get irritated waiting on us. But as I dared to meet the small man’s eyes again, I saw nothing in him but peace. It let me take a deeper breath and settle in a way I’d never experienced before.

Giulio at last crossed himself and rose. “Ahh, Father Giovanni, forgive my delay.”

“There is no delay in God’s time, my son,” the man returned kindly.

I came to my feet too. We had met before, but in passing. “Father,” I said, briefly bowing my head in respect.

“Lady Betarrini.” He returned my bow. “You are a welcome sight.” He glanced over my shoulder to the door, verifying it was shut. “And I hear that God granted our prayer—your journey healed our beloved Ilaria. Please, sit, sit. Let us talk.” He took a seat on the bench before us, and we returned to our own.

“I brought you here, Luciana, for I knew you undoubtedly have questions,” Giulio said. “As did I. Lord Marcello sent me to speak to Father Giovanni. He knows everything. M’ladies and their husbands needed someone in whom they could confide. You may trust this man with your secrets, too, and he can assist you in sorting out your thoughts, your direction, and ultimately, your decisions.”

I gaped at him. He’d understood something that I had not yet deciphered myself. I needed a neutral sounding board. Not Lia’s slightly jaded ear, nor Gabi’s slightly sunny one. Nor the irrepressible draw of Giulio’s whole being.

Not that I wanted to leave. I’d wanted to remain even before it was our duty to bring Ilaria back. But Father Giovanni might fit my need for a counselor and guide. Someone to help me sort it all out. Because this was . . . a lot.

“Thank you.” I squeezed Giulio’s hand.

He covered my hand with his other. “You are most welcome. I want you to have all that you need, Luciana. If you need anything else, simply tell me. I will do everything I can to get it for you.”

He was as generous as he was handsome. But as I tore my eyes from him and returned to the priest, I silently admitted that Giulio—a man I had just begun to know—could not be the sole reason I chose to remain. Evangelia had thoroughly warned me. Medieval times threatened to exact a steep toll.

“You decided to return,” the priest began.

“Well, yes. There were many reasons to do so, the most prominent in restoring Ilaria to you all.”

“God be praised.”

“Yes,” I said, absorbing the statement. “God be praised. It is a miracle of sorts, is it not?”

“Not of sorts. A true miracle,” the priest returned easily. “I so wish we could shout of it from the parapets, but alas, we cannot.”

“So, I suppose that is where I wish to start. Why me, or us? Me and my brother?”

“Why not you?” he casually returned. He leaned forward, elbows on knees, fingers steepled beneath his chin.

I hesitated. Would Giulio judge me for this?

“I have been less than a devout follower,” I confessed quietly. “I was here for weeks last time and never even entered this chapel.”

He considered me with gentle eyes. “God is a judge of the heart, not of our ways. Of course, he longs for us to honor him with our ways, but we do not work our way to salvation. Faith in Christ alone saves us.”

I took that in. This was a different sort of priest than I had ever met. Maybe that’s why the Forellis had chosen him.

“I am no one special,” I tried again.

“Ahh, but you are. Each child of God is special,” he said with a twinkle in his eye.

“But not so special that I should be given this gift.”

“God has a long history of choosing unlikely servants. You can either accept it or try and out-reason him, which hardly ever goes well.”

I nodded. Okay. “So if I accept it and move forward . . . what am I to do? What is my purpose? What does he wish for me to accomplish here?”

He shrugged. “In that you are like every other one of us. It remains to be seen. I advise you to simply walk through the next door God opens to you. The Ladies Forelli became the She-Wolves of Siena, saving our republic with their leadership, time and again. You have already served us in saving Lady Ilaria, and others in daring to enter the fray of battle. That alone could be purpose enough, would it not?”

Glancing into Giulio’s dark-blue, grateful eyes, I settled on that. It was true. My friend, his sister, might have died. Other knights we helped protect too. They might have all been buried by now, their friends and family in mourning.

“What do you think about us changing history? The Ladies Forelli—it is clear their presence changed the future of the castello. They said that as children it was but rubble, but in the future, it is whole. What about the lives that were changed because of their presence and actions?”

He frowned, chin in hand. “’Tis a grave question, indeed.”

“They likely saved lives. But they also took lives, as I have now, too.” My voice cracked as I uttered those last words. Giulio put a gentle hand on my back as I fought back sudden tears. “If I remain here with my brother, we will likely save and take others.”

Father Giovanni nodded gravely. “Yes.”

“So we are changing history. Families. Bloodlines. Is that . . . all right? Acceptable in God’s eyes?”

“Apparently,” he said, lifting both hands. “Otherwise, he would not have sent you.” He heaved a sigh. “Lady Gabriella and Evangelia and I have pondered this for years. I have encouraged them to simply live their lives as God ordains, trusting in his sovereignty. But this notion with Firenze . . .” He looked away from us to the small windows that lined the tiny chapel and shook his head. “Their intention—along with Marcello and Luca—to try and build a bridge between Firenze and Siena was noble, at heart. If Lady Tiliani and Lord Paratore had found their way to love, I might have considered it God smiling upon their plan.”

“But they did not.”

“Nay, they did not. And now fourteen prominent Fiorentini are dead, their families and republic intent on retribution. And our own risk bearing the punishment, traveling to Firenze.”

I bit my lip. “So you think they went too far.”

“I think the Forellis tried to get ahead of God,” he said sorrowfully. “Something I cautioned against.” He reached out to put a warm, weathered hand over my own—which I hadn’t realized I was wringing. “The Lord brought you here, to us, Luciana. Your presence is bound to change history, as you say. But you cannot second-guess everything—’twill make you mad with worry. Simply walk through the next door he opens for you, but do not try and forge your own door. Make prayer a habit. Try and listen for a response, and follow where he directs you to go. When in doubt over taking a life, choose mercy. When in battle, protect yourself and our people. And trust him with what comes.”

I took a long, deep breath. “Thank you, Father. You have given me a great deal to consider.”

“I have spent a decade considering such things alongside our ladies,” he said. “Seek me out as you wish. I shall always have time for you and keep your confidences.”

I smiled, astonished at the relief I felt. “Thank you.”

Giulio rose and offered his hand. I took it and he led me out as the kindly priest watched us go.

We paused outside. “He is a good man,” I said.

“The finest.” He looked down at me. “Do you wish to return to the Great Hall or—”
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