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        For all the young girls and women who have yet to find their place…

        dig for the courage to follow your heart.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        You can't go home again.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Baywood, Oregon - Present Day

      

      The red 1972 Oldsmobile Cutlass circled the block, slowing every few feet before darting ahead. Horns honked, and the driver did the one thing he'd learned to do well. He flipped a middle finger in his rearview mirror, which earned him another honk. The driver grinned with satisfaction before turning his concentration back to his mission, trying to find a damn place to park. Street parking was out. He'd mastered many things in the last three months, but the ability to finesse this behemoth of a vehicle between two others still eluded him.

      He slowed again as he gave one last thought to a larger parking space on the street. A glance in his rearview mirror confirmed a long line of traffic behind him. Any other day, he'd let the mongrels wait. He cursed and stomped on the gas pedal, forcing the steel machine to burst forward. A man in a business suit, trying to cross the street, jumped back, juggling his coffee cup. This earned the driver a finger flipped in his direction, and he laughed. Some things truly brightened his day.

      After finding a suitable spot in a lot three blocks from his target, the driver leaned his tall, athletic frame against the car, crossed one boot in front of the other, and surveyed the lot. Every building, car, and person fell under his scrutiny. He ran his fingers through his close-cropped, ash-blond hair and raised his face to the sun. This was going to be his lucky day.

      He pushed off and swaggered down the street, now quite familiar with downtown Baywood, but he remained diligent. Every street corner required a pause in his stride as he scanned the area. One never knew who one might run into in such a small city. His days in London had proved how tiny even the largest city could be.

      After twenty minutes of surveillance during his three-block walk, he reached his destination. The brick buildings on this street were well maintained and quieter than the main thoroughfare. Rainbows of flowers burst from baskets hanging from street posts, and depending on the direction of the breeze, their subtle scent tickled his nose, reminding him of his gardens back home. The memory elicited a stab of melancholy that he shook off.

      He turned his focus to the equally colorful banners waving along the street, marked with information about farmers' markets and art fairs. The overstimulation to his senses jabbed at the back of his eyes, and he stopped to lower his head as the ache returned. He reached for the bottle of pills in his pocket, but after shutting his eyes and waiting several seconds with his head bent against the wall of a building, the ache receded.

      He blew out a long, slow breath, then refocused on each person as they passed. The crowds were similar to London in full season, yet the colors and sounds could still overwhelm him. This particular street restricted cars, and people strode down the middle of the street, laughing with friends or stuffing food in their mouths. Tourists with shopping bags peered into the windowed storefronts, deciding on whether to enter the store or move on. He inspected each face for a sign of recognition but received only an occasional blank glance in return.

      Halfway down the block, he stopped near an antique store. He stepped next to the storefront window, which gave him a partial view of the interior of the store without entirely exposing himself to anyone who might be inside. An aged and marred rolltop desk sat stuffed between an oak-framed standing mirror and a two-drawer dresser. Rows of shelves filled with junk, or antiquities as the store referred to them, blocked the rest of the store from his view. He stepped closer to the window to gain a different perspective. One customer stood in front of a bookshelf and two others roamed the aisles.

      He glanced up and down the street before opening the door. Cool air greeted him, and he wrinkled his nose at the mechanized air, mustiness and a cloying sweet smell he couldn't place.

      He'd only stepped in a few feet when a feminine, high-pitched voice called out, "Feel free to look around. I'll be with you in a minute."

      The driver perused the store for the second time in the last two days, waiting for the customers to leave. If he didn't have success today, he would need a safe place to watch the store without entering. He didn't want someone becoming suspicious of his activities. After spending enough time to appear interested in the old junk, and with only one remaining customer still staring at books, he strolled to the counter in the middle of the store.

      The same young woman he'd spoken with before worked behind the counter, talking on the phone and staring at the computer. He waited, and when the clerk glanced up at her new customer, a full smile lit her dull brown eyes with a look of dreamy longing. The driver repressed a shiver and did what he always did when needing information: he matched her smile with his own as he tugged at the sleeves of his long-sleeved tee.

      It took several more minutes before she wrapped up the call and rushed out from behind the counter.

      "I'm so sorry to keep you waiting." She blushed to her roots and batted her eyes.

      He sighed. At least this was something he knew how to respond to. He gave her a slight bow, and his responding grin crinkled the corners of his cornflower-blue eyes. "I'm sorry to intrude on you again so soon."

      The clerk lowered her gaze, and her fingers worked at the edges of her sweater. A tug here and a pull there. "Oh, it's not a problem. Are you still looking for Ms. Moore?" Her eagerness to please was so overwhelming, he wanted to take a step back.

      He stood his ground and nodded. One thing he'd noticed in his short time in Oregon was how infatuated women seemed with his accent, and he found he could use that to his advantage. The less he spoke, the more the other person did, hoping to engage him in full conversation. The more they told him, the more he'd respond as if quietly rewarding the speaker for their information. If his situation weren't so bizarre, he'd find it all fascinating.

      "She never came by yesterday, but I think she'll be in today. No promises, of course. Even our most active clients have their own schedules. But I know she's interested in reviewing the provenance of a new armoire that just arrived. She has a client who has been searching for something similar. If not today, it should definitely be tomorrow."

      He nodded. The poor thing couldn't seem to stop blathering.

      "All right, love. I appreciate your assistance. I really can't believe I lost her card in the first place."

      She twisted her hands. "I'm sorry I'm not able to give you any information on how to contact her. I'd be happy to leave her another message."

      He studied her, wondering if she'd end up being a problem. His sigh was protracted. "I'd rather just try to catch her when she comes in. If not here, I'm sure she'll be at the antiques market next week."

      The clerk frowned. "Yes, I supposed she will be." She pulled at her lip and peeked at him from under her lashes. Her head popped up. "Why don't I call her one more time? Just to remind her of the item."

      When he raised an eyebrow, she rushed on. "It's not like we can hold the piece. We do have other customers, and though it's usually slow on Tuesday mornings, traffic really picks up in the afternoons. The tourist season has been quite active this summer."

      He turned on his most charming grin and held out his hand. "I can't thank you enough for your hospitality and assistance." When she reached for his hand, he whispered a kiss over it and felt a shimmer of excitement from her. "If I could ask one more thing?" His grasp tightened ever so gently, his thumb rubbing along the fleshy part of her palm. "If you could not mention me when you speak with her."

      She started to pull her hand back until he increased the movements of his thumb and forced a brighter smile. She relaxed as her half-dreamy expression returned.

      "It's really nothing, love. I'd just like it to be a surprise."
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      Pound. Pound. Pound.

      Silence for a blissful five seconds.

      Pound. Pound. Pound.

      "Damn." She couldn't take it anymore. AJ Moore slammed the lid of her laptop closed and leaned back in her chair. She ran fingers through her short chestnut locks and stared out the bay window to the ocean below. The fog had dissipated an hour ago, leaving behind blinding reflections cast from a lazy sea. The view could mesmerize her for hours if she let it.

      Pound. Pound. Pound.

      There was little hope she would win the battle against the noise. She pocketed her cell phone and ran down the stairs to the main floor to face the increased sound of hammering. She pulled up short when she reached the door to the newly expanded kitchen. Suddenly the pounding didn't seem as bad when seen from this vantage point. The person swinging the hammer with such repetitive expertise stood over six feet tall with a muscled chest and arms that bulged against the constraints of his T-shirt. Sweat shimmered along his arms as Finn Murphy lined up his next nail.

      Over the three months since they'd returned from their time jump, she'd had to pinch herself. Her few weeks living in 1802 Europe had seemed like years as she traveled from Ireland through England and on to France. At first, those weeks had been fraught with fear, anger, betrayal, and loss. Then she had discovered the profoundness of loyalty, courage, and trust with strangers who had given their lives to help her come home. Her heart ached at leaving Ethan Hughes and Maire, Finn's sister, behind, but they had been right. They didn't belong in this time, and it was her one remaining fret with the beautiful man before her. He wasn't of this time either, though he claimed not to care.

      She shook herself as Stella's favorite expression floated in with the soft breeze from the window—don't borrow trouble. She stared at the shambles of their kitchen. The construction was partially completed. The plumbing worked and the appliances were in place so they could reduce their trips to town for takeout, but everything had to be covered in heavy tarps while Finn and Jackson finished the carpentry.

      AJ stepped lightly as she closed in on Finn. He ran a hand over a joint, then began measuring something or other. Carpentry wasn't her thing, but this particular carpenter was another matter. She ran her hands over his biceps as she leaned into him, standing on tiptoes and stretching her neck to plant a soft kiss on the back of his neck. The action startled him, and he dropped the measuring tape and pencil.

      Finn spun and picked her up, eliciting a brief squeal before he silenced it with a deep kiss, his tongue driving deeper than she had anticipated, but she returned the passion as she wrapped her arms around his neck. When he lifted his head, his emerald-green eyes darkened, and his wicked, slanted grin forced his eyebrow up.

      "I was thinking of taking a break." His warm lips grazed over hers.

      She tried to push away so she could stand, but he gripped her tighter and carried her through the opened french doors to the deck. They dropped into a chaise lounge with a loud whoosh.

      "I didn't mean to interrupt your work." She curled into him and ran a hand over his face, still marveling at the love reflected in his gaze.

      "Aye, you are a distraction. I'll never hear the end of it when Jackson returns with supplies, but I can't seem to help myself." He leaned down for another kiss.

      AJ savored it for as long as she dared before they both forgot about Jackson's imminent return. She resettled in his lap to give her some distance from his persuasive lips. "You're making great progress. The two of you don't have to push so hard."

      "Your mother is looking forward to celebrating her birthday here. Jackson and I have agreed on a timetable, at least for the first floor."

      AJ sighed. Helen Moore, her mother, had been tickled pink when she'd met Finn and discovered he owned the Westcliffe. It had surprised AJ as well. The old inn had been a favorite haunt of her father's, and he'd brought AJ to play in the tidal pools as soon as she took her first steps. It became a special place for the two of them as her father wove tales of faraway lands with fierce queens, courageous knights, and daring pirates.

      The inn was where she had first met Finn when his ship had appeared out of the mist, a traveler from another century, though she hadn't known it at the time. The Westcliffe had also become one of her stories for the Baywood Herald, but she preferred to ignore all she had learned about the Ramseys, the original builders of the house, and their unfortunate legacy of madness.

      AJ and Finn had been home from their jump for two weeks before Finn had casually mentioned at dinner that he was the sole owner of the Westcliffe. He had purchased the inn, creating the illusive corporation with the Hensley name, during a previous time jump, when it became apparent the stone necklace he was chasing kept showing up in the area. The property included a dock with a private bay deep enough for his eighteenth-century sloop, the Daphne Marie.

      Finn didn't talk about his time traveling through the centuries, but he shared bits and pieces when they seemed relevant. He had a healthy bank account he insisted came from gambling through his jumps. After her several attempts at casual questioning, Finn had clammed up. He always ended those conversations with a squeeze of her hand, a kiss on her forehead, and a distant look in his eyes that convinced her there were things from his past he wasn't ready to discuss. It bothered her he wouldn't talk about it, but they had time, and with everything else that had happened, she wouldn't push.

      The revelation about his ownership of the Westcliffe had created a whirlwind of activity. AJ and Finn had lived in her apartment until basic necessities had been restored in the turn-of-the-century inn. The place was in surprisingly good shape after sitting vacant since the seventies. Leonard Jackson, a local property manager, had seen to its upkeep, though most of his care had been performed on the exterior. The inside was dated and most of the rooms were too small.

      They'd spent a month making plans. After deciding to ignore all the extra bedrooms, they'd focused on refinishing the first floor and creating a master bedroom on the second floor with a private office for AJ. Finn preferred his office on the first floor next to the library they had both instantly agreed was a necessity.

      As soon as Helen had heard about the library, she'd insisted that AJ take all of her father's books. Helen had no need for them, and no one would appreciate them more than AJ. Now her father would always be close, just down the hall.

      AJ gazed at the ocean, Finn's arms around her, his steady breathing the one thing that kept her grounded. She turned her face up to his. "You know my mom would be just as happy with the tarps and plastic still down. We only need to portion off a section for the food."

      "Stop worrying. Isaiah just finished his extra course work and has the rest of the summer to help us."

      AJ snorted. "We've had more of Jackson's family working on the place than I can count."

      "It's a good thing he has so many grandsons." Finn entwined her fingers in his. "Did I interrupt your work again?"

      She brought their hands up and kissed his knuckles before rubbing them against her cheek. "It's not your fault. I don't know why I thought I could work here while construction was going on."

      "Are you going to your apartment?"

      She shook her head. "Not today. I'm not sure my mind is where it needs to be for writing."

      "You haven't climbed in a few days."

      "Maybe we could go tomorrow, before Jackson gets here."

      The silence stretched.

      AJ released his hand and shifted so she could face him straight on. "You don't like climbing."

      Finn grinned and kissed the tip of her nose. "I love climbing with you now that I have a feel for it. I guess all those years climbing rigging taught me a thing or two, but I know it's a special time for you. I don't want to intrude."

      She studied him and had to admit it was obvious he enjoyed the climbs. His energy was almost palpable each time they arrived at the cove. He had been a quick study, intuitively finding the best holds and edges, and his muscular frame seemed to be a natural fit for the activity. While she appreciated his understanding of her needing time alone, a little stab touched her heart. There were times he needed his own space, and that was all right. But how much of it was him trying to find a place in this new life? Little doubts nagged at her whenever she caught him staring off at the sea. He was staying busy with remodeling the Westcliffe, but then what?

      She kissed him hard and fast, as if her kiss were enough to clear the demons that lurked beneath his surface, ones she hadn't been able to reach. When she released him, his eyes softened, and he hugged her tightly.

      "We'll work through this, AJ. We just need time."

      "Are you two love birds going to spend all morning out there, or do you think we might get some work done today?"

      Both heads turned to find Jackson standing at the french doors, a cardboard tray filled with paper cups in his strong, ageless hands. Jackson was an African-American man of indeterminate years. He wouldn't share his age, and he doled out other information only when he felt it necessary. He had to be in his sixties with the number of grown grandchildren they'd met, with one of them ready to give him his second great-grandchild.

      "Sorry, my fault. I thought Finn could use a break before you returned." AJ jumped off Finn, her new focus on the cardboard tray.

      "Uh-huh." He leaned down so she could plant a kiss on his cheek before she took the tray from him. "He had an assignment while I was gone. You keep giving him breaks, and we'll never make that date for your party."

      AJ cooed over the coffee as she handed one to Jackson and then Finn. Jackson had gone out of his way to stop at her favorite coffee house. "I hear we're going to be saved with Isaiah's return."

      Jackson grinned. "I don't know how it happened, but my sons done found themselves marvelous women who raised their boys right. Isaiah will definitely get us back on our timetable." He turned serious as he stared at AJ, pointing with one long, bony finger. "But that doesn't give you license to add additional breaks. We agreed on that."

      AJ tried to hold back a grin with little success. "Absolutely."

      Finn and AJ had had to beg Jackson to be the project manager for the reconstruction of the Westcliffe. After they had asked several local businesses about contractors, they'd discovered Jackson had owned the best construction company in town before he'd switched to property management. Isaiah said it was easier on his bones, and Jackson, after giving his grandson a withering glance, said he had been tired of dealing with wisecracking employees. Even with that, AJ doubted it had required the concessions they'd agreed to before Jackson took the job. She had caught the glimmer in his eyes when Finn had made the first offer. Jackson had wanted to work on this building since the day he'd started managing the property, but he was a stickler for details. And owners or not, he expected AJ and Finn to follow the tasks assigned to them.

      Somewhat pacified, Jackson turned to go inside and Finn stood to follow.

      Before he walked through the door, Finn skimmed a hand along her arm. "And where will you be?"

      AJ shrugged. "I'm having a late lunch with Stella. She thinks she has another client for me, and I got a call from an antique shop in town. I promised to look at a new piece for another client." She kissed his cheek. "I won't be long."
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      Hours later, sitting on the back deck of the inn, Finn watched two hummingbirds fight over an oversized feeder as he sipped from a tall glass of iced tea, the tinkling of the ice the only other sound between him and the reserved man across from him.

      Jackson clenched an empty pipe between his teeth as he stared out to sea, his own glass held tightly in his hand. Detritus from their lunch sprawled across the table, a light breeze stirring the used napkins.

      The day had started early, like every other day since returning with AJ. Finn ran a hand through his untamed hair and stretched back in his chair. His days were becoming a pattern that both assured and unnerved him. He had developed a routine, something he hadn't done for more years than he could remember. The closest he'd come to a habitual schedule before had been preparing his ship for sail, or berthing it when the sail was done.

      Complete renovation of the Westcliffe would take months, even if they'd have most of the first floor in shape for Helen's party. There would still be finishing work on the first floor before tackling the two upper floors, and they would have to dedicate some time to preparing the outer structure for winter while the weather held.

      He'd never imagined finding a home, a secure place that was truly his where he could stop looking over his shoulder. Then AJ had stumbled into his life, a headstrong woman who had stirred his blood to reckless behavior until they'd found safety and a place to build a future.

      Yet he couldn't put his finger on what unsettled him.

      "You never said what happened to your ship."

      The question startled Finn and iced tea spilled on his jeans. He brushed at the wet spot before shrugging. "I gave her to my crew to take home to Ireland." It was enough of the truth.

      "That's a shame. She was a real beauty. You could have made money giving tours."

      Finn laughed. "And deal with tourists every day?"

      Jackson scowled, then chuckled in return. "You have a point."

      The men returned to their quiet contemplations. The hummingbirds had taken their battle to a different part of the garden, and now the raucous sounds of birds at a platform feeder mounted twenty feet away filled the air. Finn had set the post and mounted the feeder near an old, bent fir tree the week they moved in. AJ had added other hanging feeders around the yard, followed by the hummingbird feeders. As if the gulls didn't put up enough of a racket, the sounds of songbirds fighting for their share of food were the first thing he heard each morning. And while they shouldn't bother him, they seemed to chip away at his nerves.

      "Why do you always pull out that pipe of yours? It doesn't look like it ever held tobacco."

      Jackson gave his own one-shouldered shrug, and when he didn't respond, Finn figured it was just one of many topics Jackson felt undeserving of further comment. Then he surprised Finn.

      "I was a mean drunk. Many, many years ago. After the war."

      Finn thought back, trying to remember which war that would have been. He hadn't paid attention to national events during his jumps searching for the necklace. The local climate for whatever town he found himself in was all that was necessary, and beyond that, it was whatever snippets might be talked about in the local bars. Fortunately, Jackson's comment was either the end of their discussion or his to continue. And Jackson surprised Finn again when he dropped his hand to his knee, the ebony-colored wood pipe clenched in his fingers as he continued his tale.

      "Vietnam was a hell-hole. Not the country itself. There were mornings—ah man," Jackson leaned back as he turned his face toward the sea, but his eyes glazed over with other memories. "First thing in the morning, when the mist hung over the rice paddies, the thick, primal jungle in the distance, and the sky a deep hazy blue, it could be the most beautiful place in the world. I think those small moments were the only things that kept me sane."

      Finn nodded. "There's nothing pretty about war, or what it does to those who survive the battlefield."

      "I wouldn't talk to anyone about it. Still don't for the most part. I used the bottle to help me sleep. Then I used it to help me through the afternoons. I don't know what made Olivia stick with me through it all. But she found some local war widows and eventually talked me into a program before it took me for good."

      "She's a fine woman."

      Jackson snorted. "One of the best. And if I hadn't gone to that program, she would have kicked me out the house, and I don't know if I'd have ever seen the kids again." He shook his head and drained his iced tea until the remaining chunks of ice clattered against the glass. "My old man died a couple of years after I got out. Olivia went through the boxes my mother sent over and found his collection of pipes." Jackson laughed, and he looked down at the pipe, running his fingers over the detailed etchings. "One of my earliest memories was seeing him on the back porch. Sometimes all you could see was the glow from his pipe, smell that sweet, pungent scent floating through the yard." He closed his eyes, his lips curving into a quick smile, his hand continuing to rub the pipe.

      After several quiet minutes, Finn asked, "Did you ever smoke?"

      He shook his head. "I somehow got through the war without smoking or doing drugs. It was all alcohol. Now I wish I had smoked a little weed rather than picked up the bottle." He held up his pipe. "This was the only pipe in his collection that hadn't been used. Never figured out why. It was one of his oldest ones. One day I tested it out, just getting the feel of it between my teeth, and it just seemed to fit."

      Finn turned his gaze back to the ocean, thinking about Jackson and feeling sorry he hadn't met the man in his earlier jumps. Three of his jumps had been in this area. It had been his second jump to Baywood when he'd purchased the Westcliffe and had the realtor set up a management company. If he had met Jackson back then, what would the man have thought when Finn returned decades later looking no older than when he had left?

      Something clenched in his gut, and he pushed it away.

      "You're not going to turn into Ramsey, are you?"

      The question startled Finn, at first not recognizing the name. Ramsey had built the Westcliffe in the early 1900s. His son had gone crazy during World War II, eventually driving his family away. Finn shuddered to think that could happen to him. Then he remembered AJ's other article about the McDowell house that Ethan had rented while he had been in Baywood. McDowell had been another man driven to madness by his obsession with the sea.

      Finn's laugh was stilted. "What would make you say that?" He felt Jackson's gaze but refused to meet it.

      "You have a good life here. A good woman who adores you, and a beautiful new home." Jackson turned the pipe over in his hands. "Sometimes that's not enough." He tucked the pipe into the shirt pocket under his stained and weathered overalls, then leaned toward Finn, hands on his knees. "It's not my business, but you have that look about you. Like something ain't finished."

      A cold chill crawled up Finn's spine, and he shook it off. He gulped his tea and began to gather the remnants from lunch. He tried a grin. "And what's your answer for a restless soul?"

      Jackson stared at him for a moment, and this time Finn did meet the dark brown eyes that seemed wiser than his years. "Either finish it or let it go. Don't let it fester." Jackson stood and helped Finn pick up plates. "Now enough with the women's talk. You're behind schedule."

      Finn's usual grin finally fit into place as Jackson headed inside, but then the grin slid away. It was finished. Wasn't it? He missed his sister, and he missed his ship, but that would all pass in time. Then what was it that nagged?

      Two blue jays hovered nearby, waiting for scraps of food. He shook his head. They'd soon be taking over the place. What had AJ been thinking, feeding them? What he needed was time alone with her, something their current schedule hadn't allowed. He considered his options. Perhaps a special dinner with wine and candles. Then maybe a long soak in that oversized tub he'd insisted on. And for a little while, he'd bury that bothersome itch.
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      AJ's first stop had been the print shop. She opened the box while still in the parking lot and pulled out one of the freshly printed business cards. The soft cream finish was simple and elegant. It bore her name and contact information. She rubbed her thumb over the title underneath her name—Antiquities Broker. Something settled inside her, a distant memory of her father squeezing her shoulders in excitement over finding a new treasure in an out-of-the-way thrift store. This was right. It would take some work to get established, and she was grateful for the odd consignment jobs she'd done in the past. Now it was time to knock on those doors to pick up more business.

      She pulled out several cards, sliding them into her new business-card holder. As an afterthought, she tucked a couple more in her pocket. She drove toward the tourist section of town and found a parking spot two blocks from her main destination. Still early for her lunch date with Stella, she stopped at a coffeehouse before going to the antique store.

      The day too beautiful to ignore, AJ watched the tourists as she drank her coffee at an outside table. After a few sips, she pulled out her tablet and perused her calendar. Her mother's party was a month away, and though it would only be family and a few friends, the tasks sometimes appeared daunting. At some point, she'd thought organizing a party during construction on the house while trying to build a new career had made sense.

      It was during these quiet moments that the daily plans she'd made seemed so insignificant.

      She leaned her head against the brick of the building. Some days, she seemed to just go through the motions. Live the everyday life. She remembered docking in Portishead, the first time she'd seen England after their harrowing journey across the Irish Sea. People had trudged through the streets, and she had thought their life dull: going to work, going home, with little else in between. She wasn't one of those people.

      After returning from their time jump, the nightmares had begun. Most stemmed from those last days at the monastery and the bloody battle. Finn had been tortured, and she'd never been so scared of losing him. At times, a feeling of déjà vu came over her, but she could never put her finger on what triggered it. Her brother, Adam, said she suffered from PTSD, but what would she tell a therapist? Besides, it didn't fully explain her melancholy.

      At first, she'd thought her bouts of depression were trauma related but had pushed that aside. She missed the friends she'd left behind, friends who were now long dead. Ethan had been more than a friend. He'd been a mentor, a big brother. A role Adam had never found an interest in accepting. And what could one say about Maire? She'd been an oasis in the middle of AJ's despair after being left behind at Waverly. In the end, she'd been so much more—a beacon of strength that had made AJ a better person.

      Brushing a tear from her cheek, AJ sat straighter. That was the problem. She was grieving. Why hadn't that occurred to her before? She'd spent so much time keeping busy, doing anything she could to avoid remembering the friends she'd left behind. Now it all made sense. And though her thoughts of Ethan and Maire made her sad, she had to consider her life now. It was far from mundane. And she had Finn.

      They weren't only building a new home together, they were creating a fresh start without blueprints. It might be a rocky start, but they'd been through so much worse. This next part should be a cakewalk. Finn needed to find his place, and she'd help him. The Westcliffe would keep him busy for the next year, and by then, everything would have settled into place. Feeling better, AJ drained her cup and headed for the antique shop before the clerk could call to nag again.

      She window-shopped along the way, always on the lookout for something unique for her customers. After her third stop, the hairs on her neck rose. She froze. It had been a while since anything had triggered her Spidey sense. Her hand instinctively reached for her pocket, and finding it empty, a cold sweat broke down her spine, sending alarm signals along her nerves.

      It wasn't legal to conceal her dagger, but she could legally wear it visibly displayed without a problem. She snorted. Daggers weren't exactly a fashion statement, especially while trying to grow her business. What sane person would hire a dagger-toting antiques broker? The thought of jumping to someone's mortal defense on the placid streets of Baywood made her chuckle. Yet something had set off her warning bells.

      She continued looking at the displays but only to use the reflection of the glass panes to check her surroundings. Nothing. She turned back the way she had come.

      There.

      Someone ducking into a shop.

      She waited but nothing else happened. Nothing more than the crowds picking up as the tourists started their serious shopping.

      Feeling foolish, she stopped her browsing and increased her pace to the antique store. She looked forward to seeing Stella after her business was done. If anyone could steer AJ back on course, it was her best friend. Her steps had lightened by the time she opened the door to her destination.
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      Stella Caldwell tossed her gardening gloves on the patio table, fell into the chaise lounge, and snatched up a chilled glass of pinot gris. Nothing felt better than finishing the last of her weekly gardening chores before stretching out to enjoy her accomplishments. She checked her phone for messages and noted she had a full hour before meeting AJ for lunch.

      She sipped her wine and thought about her friend. It had been one thing to work with Adam, AJ's brother, to find her. It was quite the leap of faith to believe the growing evidence, if you could call sheer speculation evidence, of the possibility that AJ had been lost in time. So why was it so difficult to believe AJ's story of where she'd been, 1802 England? Or had it been Ireland?

      She sighed, set down her wineglass, and closed her eyes. A light breeze rustled her auburn hair, and she rubbed her temples. She was happy for AJ. She was. The love AJ had for Finn sparkled in her eyes every time she mentioned his name, and the way Finn watched AJ when she wasn't looking made it clear those feelings were reciprocated. Yet, AJ had changed in the week she'd been gone, which, for AJ, had somehow been three months. There was a restlessness about her she tried to hide, but Stella didn't buy it.

      "Honestly, Stella, I'm the same person," AJ had claimed the first week she'd been back, and they'd finally had time to themselves. "I'm just not ready to go back to the paper."

      "But you love being a reporter." Stella had driven them down the coast, and they wandered the waterfront of a local tourist trap, buying taffy and cheap sweatshirts. "Sam went nuts when you didn't show up for work. He called me five times."

      "I know. I sent him my last article on the historical building series. Robert or Clara can pick up the slack until they find a replacement."

      Stella stopped mid-step. "You're not going back?" She tried not to look stupid as her jaw dropped to her chest, which was no easy feat even in her fabulous, orange polka dot dress.

      AJ shrugged and grabbed Stella out of the way of a skateboarder. "Not for a while. I think I found something else."

      Stella rolled her eyes. "Don't tell me. Tour guide for 'Time Travel Vacations.' "

      "Not funny."

      "It's a little funny."

      AJ smiled. "I suppose it is." She shook her head. "You wouldn't believe all the amazing antiques I saw. Well, many pieces weren't antiques yet. I actually touched a brand-new Chippendale. But there were tapestries that had to be a couple centuries old." A small grin curved AJ's lips, and the crinkles around her eyes relaxed. "It gave me new purpose. A rekindling of my love of history and antiques. I think I could be an antiques consultant. I've done a bit of that off and on the last couple of years and built up a small client base. With a bit of persistence, I think I could make a go of it. I'd have to manage a larger region, not just Baywood, but I could help match sellers and buyers with the regional antique shops."

      Stella glanced away. A mother chased two unruly toddlers down the short sidewalk into the open arms of their father, who had squatted to catch them. The toddlers giggled with enthusiasm. No worries, Stella thought. At least not today. No one could say what tomorrow would bring.

      She swiveled back to AJ and tilted her head, giving AJ a once-over, then nodded. "I can see it. It suits. And now with Finn, you're becoming quite the millennial."

      AJ snorted. "Yeah, not sure that's quite fitting."

      After a few more minutes of silence, AJ turned to Stella. "What do you think of Finn?"

      Stella hadn't been expecting that, and she waited another minute before answering. "I don't know him that well. You've only been back a week, and Ethan did a good job of getting me to completely distrust Finn. So it's going to take a bit."

      AJ reached out and grasped Stella's hand. "That's okay. It took Ethan time to trust Finn." She turned her big brown eyes on Stella and gave her a slow smile. "But he eventually did. They saved each other's lives."

      And that was as much as Stella had wanted to hear. Something horrible had happened during AJ's travels. Finn's still-healing injuries had been proof enough of that, and there was the way he always kept an eye on AJ. There was more than love that ran deep between them, as if there was something left unfinished. The strangest part? After all the hassle of tracking down the stone necklace, neither AJ nor Finn would discuss what had happened to it.

      Stella picked up her wine and drained most of it, wishing she'd either opened a red or made coffee. Not that she didn't like a good white, and the temperature was perfect for it, but all this worry over her friend was making her nauseated. She leaned back and closed her eyes when the doorbell rang, followed by a knock.

      Damn. Couldn't the solicitors read the signs and stop knocking on her door? When the knock came again, this time with the doorbell as an afterthought, she sighed and heaved herself out of the lounge. She was still mumbling when she opened the door. Her face drained of color.

      "Hey, Stella. I wasn't sure I'd catch you at home, but your office was closed." Adam Moore wore a grand smile as if he always stopped by for a chat.

      She glanced down and saw the suitcase at his feet. When she raised her gaze, Adam wore a sheepish grin she was getting ready to hate all over again. "Oh, hell no."
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      "Oh, hell no." Stella backed up a step, her words replaying over and over in her head as she decided whether to let him explain or just slam the door in his face. The latter would be more satisfying.

      "Just give me a minute to explain. You're the only one I can talk to about this." Adam spread his arms out in a pleading gesture, imploring and somehow a bit sad. His expression shifted from remorseful to slightly panicked.

      She tapped her foot, breathed in a lungful of the tangy coastal air floating in through the open door, and sighed out a long moan. "I'm going to be forever punished. I spend one week helping you out and this is my reward."

      Adam didn't say a word. It may have been three months since they worked together, but he seemed to have remembered his best argument was to keep his mouth shut.

      "Fine. Come in." She looked down at the suitcase. "That stays by the door. We can talk on the patio." She turned and stopped in the kitchen to start a pot of coffee.

      By the time she'd carried the tray of coffee pot and mugs to the patio, Adam had settled into the large rattan chair, his head back, eyes closed. He looked like crap. The dark circles under his eyes were one indicator he hadn't been getting any sleep. The rest of his physical appearance hammered the point home. His hair looked like he'd been running his hands through it all day, or perhaps he'd walked through a mini tornado. His clothes were rumpled, and his skin was pale. Had he been sleeping on a park bench? The only thing missing was a shopping cart and a couple layers of dirt.

      She dropped the tray on the table, rattling the cups, and Adam popped up, eyes darting around.

      "Sorry. I didn't mean to startle you." Stella fluffed a chair pillow before sitting across from him.

      Adam stared at her. "Really?"

      She shrugged. "Well, not that badly. Shit. What has you on edge?" Then she couldn't help herself. "You haven't seen strange fog again, have you?"

      "That's not funny."

      "Yeah, I get that a lot. But it actually is." Stella poured two cups, doctored hers, and handed the plain dark brew to Adam.

      She sipped and waited. Remembering that Adam, who was a trial lawyer, could wait her out indefinitely, Stella ran through scenarios that would land him at her door. Her mug hit the table with a loud thump, making Adam jump again.

      "Madelyn found out." Three simple words were all she needed to say, and Adam slumped against the chair. "Did you tell her, or did she figure it out herself?"

      Adam had told her about his gambling debt while they'd searched for AJ. A fact he'd been hiding from his wife for weeks. Stella had warned him to come clean and tell her, even after he'd come to that conclusion on his own. Yet here they were.

      "I was going to tell her." Adam squeaked out his reply, and he winced at the hollowness of his own words.

      "Oh, for Christ's sake, Adam. You've had all the time in the world. Be honest. You thought you could get away without saying anything."

      He gulped his coffee, grimacing at the scalding brew, and slipped her a quick glance before dropping his gaze. "The debt was paid months ago, and I haven't gone near a poker table since long before that. Everything at home seemed back to normal."

      "Then what happened?"

      He pushed his hands through his hair, and Stella almost laughed. With a lot of gel, maybe some dark blue highlights, Adam would make a good-looking punk star. Adam caught her smile and scowled. "Glad you find it amusing."

      "Sorry. I'm listening."

      "It was a bit rocky at first, you know, when AJ came back. Madelyn knew there was more to AJ's disappearance, but I kept to AJ's story about her and Finn's weeklong romantic getaway. With all the end-of-school stuff at home, and getting the kids ready for summer camp, well, things normalized."

      Stella half listened as she gazed at her bed of yarrow. Damn. She'd missed an entire section that required deadheading. "Have the kids left?"

      "What?"

      "The kids. You said they were going to camp. Have they left?"

      "Yeah. Day before yesterday." Adam grew still. His gaze shot to hers, his expression turned to one of horrible understanding as he whispered, "She was waiting for the kids to leave."

      The old Stella, the one that didn't know Adam, might have gloated a bit at his dilemma. Though it was difficult to admit, and she would never volunteer the information, the new Stella had learned to respect Adam, and maybe, just a little, sort of liked him. He had been so worried when AJ had disappeared and had been dogged in his efforts to find out what had happened to her. She knew part of his motivation had been a bit self-centered. He'd thought he was going mad and needed to find a reason behind the strange fog that had made AJ, Finn, Ethan, and a huge-ass sailing ship vanish into thin air. But she had also seen his genuine happiness when AJ had come home.

      She also understood the decision he and AJ had made not to share the real story with their mother or Madelyn. Of course, both women may have eventually been convinced of the real story, especially with four people witnessing the whole event. In the end, it wasn't her call, and she'd acquiesced to AJ's gut. And now, here was Adam, trying to do the right thing in all the wrong ways. She couldn't help but feel sorry for him. Damn it.

      "Did she know about the gambling?"

      Adam breathed out a heavy sigh and refilled both mugs. "No. But right after AJ and Finn came home, Finn learned what we did to try to find AJ. He paid the last portion of what he owed me for finding the necklace." He shrugged. "I told him it wasn't necessary, but he insisted on paying his own debts, and he wanted me to clear mine." He scowled again. "I hate that I might like him."

      Stella hid another smile behind her mug. She knew that feeling. "AJ told me."

      "Finn slipped me an envelope after a family dinner, and I kept it in my jacket pocket overnight until I could give it to the loan shark the next day."

      Stella nodded. "And Madelyn found the envelope."

      Adam's head shot up. "Really? Is it just a woman thing or what? Where else should I have put it?"

      Stella patted his hand. "It's not a woman thing, I've just watched too many movies. It was just bad timing. She was probably looking for something, or maybe she thought it was time for the jacket to be cleaned. Maybe it was just fate catching up with you."

      "You're right on two scores. She was going to take the jacket to the cleaners, and it was definitely fate ready to take a big bite out of my ass."

      "I've got to give it to her. She was cool about it with all the waiting and planning." Stella laughed out loud, which made Adam scowl. "You don't see it." She laughed harder.

      "No. Sorry. Your amusement at my hardship escapes me."

      "It's not that." She snorted. "You two are so much alike. She should have been a lawyer."

      Adam sat back and blinked before releasing a snort. "And I was oblivious to her entire plan. She hid it so well." He propped his elbows on the table and held his head in his hands. "What am I going to do?"

      "You're going to give her time and space."

      His head popped up. "No. I think I need to show her how sorry I am. We need to make this right."

      "How many times did you say you were sorry as she was kicking you out the door?"

      His head went back into his hands as he stared at the table.

      "Give her some space."

      "I need a place to stay."

      "There's a lot of hotels in town."

      "And all the good ones are booked."

      Stella shook her head. Tourist season.

      "What about your mom?"

      Adam gave her a sneer from under his hands.

      "You are not staying here."

      Adam glanced up, eyes pleading in a sick puppy-dog way.

      Stella looked away and picked up her phone to check the time. "Shit. I have to get going. I'm meeting AJ for lunch." She stood and stared down at the sad man, wondering if they were fated to be strange bedfellows. "You can hang here for the afternoon while we figure something out." She raced to her room, changed clothes, fixed her makeup, and ran out to the hall to grab her purse as a thought struck.

      AJ still had a few months left on her apartment lease. Maybe. She reached for the door, then sighed. Damn. She spared a few moments to retrace her steps to the patio.

      Adam had leaned back in the chair, staring into nothingness.

      "I'll be gone for a couple of hours. I have an idea but need to check it out. Just stay here until I get back. Watch TV, listen to music, do whatever. Just wait. Okay?"

      He had turned listless again but somehow found the energy to look up at her. "Thanks."

      She wanted to give him encouragement but there was nothing worse than false hope. She didn't know Madelyn and had no idea if kicking Adam out had been her way of proving a point or if she had contacted a lawyer. Best to keep her mouth shut until she spoke with AJ.
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      The antique store smelled of mildew, furniture polish, and, of all things, bubble gum. AJ scanned the place before venturing past the front door. It had been years since she'd stepped into this shop, and from her recollection, not much had changed—except for the bubble gum. Antiques of all sizes, from large furniture pieces to the smallest of household trinkets, vied for attention. The store was crammed with so many items, they overflowed into the aisles, giving her a sense of claustrophobia.

      Most of the collection focused on the fifties, give or take a decade, which made the items vintage rather than antique, but they would still make nice additions to homes with the right décor. She checked the tags on the nearest items. All overpriced. She didn't expect anything less from a shop in the middle of the tourist district. She hoped her client hadn't purchased the armoire yet. There were other stores that focused on larger antiques with better prices.

      AJ picked her way through the clutter as she moved to the middle of the store where she discovered the source of both the mildew and the bubble gum. One side of the aisle held three poorly crafted bookcases stuffed with old books. After a quick perusal, she grudgingly admitted there were some interesting titles stuck between the old weathered cookbooks, history books, and two incomplete sets of Encyclopedias Britannica.

      The other side of the aisle displayed racks of nostalgic retro candy. Large bins of, yep, bubble gum explained the sweet scent. This section would make up for a good portion of daily tourist sales along with the smaller antiques.

      She turned back to the books, her hand reaching for a thin children's book, when she heard the footsteps behind her.

      "Can I help you, miss?"

      AJ turned to find a slightly plump blonde woman, barely old enough to drink standing behind her. The woman's hands fidgeted behind her back.

      AJ pushed the book back onto the shelf and wiped her hands on her pants before reaching out a hand. "I'm AJ Moore. I think we spoke on the phone earlier."

      The clerk instantly brightened and grabbed AJ's hand with a limp grip before tucking it behind her back. "Oh yes, we've been expecting you."

      AJ glanced around the store but didn't see anyone else and assumed the "we" must have meant the owner and this young clerk. She nodded. "Sorry it took me so long to get here. My calendar is a bit of a mess these days after moving."

      "Oh, I can imagine. I still have boxes from my last move." She turned, and AJ followed her deeper into the store. "The piece is just over here."

      For the next twenty minutes, AJ gave the walnut armoire a thorough inspection. It had a few mars but nothing unexpected for a piece this old. At first, her heart pumped, thinking she had found a John Swicegood piece. But after locating the maker's mark, she discovered it was an excellent replica from a furniture maker who had lived in Astoria. It was still a worthy antique and as overpriced as the other items in the shop.

      Satisfied she'd accomplished her task, she turned to find the clerk hovering an aisle away, darting glances toward the door.

      "It's a nice piece, late 1800s," AJ said, hoping to retain the clerk's attention.

      "Oh." The young woman's eyes grew large. "I had no idea it was that old. Most everything else here is mid-twentieth century. Or that's what the owners tell me."

      "Yes, they're correct from what I've seen. Do you know where they got this particular piece?"

      The clerk nodded. "There should be a record of it in inventory."

      When she continued to stare, AJ prompted, "Could you look it up?"

      The young woman blushed. "Oh, sorry. Of course." She straightened and rushed behind the counter, plopping in front of the computer. In between typing, she glanced at the door as if waiting for someone to arrive.

      AJ stood at the counter and waited, casually checking the time on her cell phone without seeming impatient. She had five minutes to get to the restaurant. Stella wouldn't mind if she was late, but the clerk was starting to make AJ uncomfortable. She could retrieve the information faster if she'd stop glancing at the door every two seconds.

      "Will it be much longer? I have another appointment, and I'm running a bit late." AJ wondered why the information hadn't been ready for her since they had just spoken that morning.

      "I'm so sorry, Ms. Moore. It's printing now." The young woman's head lowered and when a bell rang, her head popped up.

      AJ turned and heard the squeal before she saw the heads of two young moms, both holding squirming babies. When she turned back, the clerk seemed to deflate, almost as if she'd been expecting someone else.

      "Has it printed yet?" AJ strummed her fingers along the counter, suddenly understanding some of her brother's impatience with people. She straightened and smiled as the clerk handed her a single page. AJ scanned it, pleased to find useful information, a practice usually lacking from this particular store. "This is great. It should help my buyer make her decision."

      "That's, uh, great." Her eyes were fastened on the door again.

      "Well, thank you for your time. I'm sure my client will be in touch."

      The girl raced from around the counter. "Are you sure there isn't anything else I could show you? We have a new rolltop desk that just came in. Or maybe the collection of Waterford from a recent estate sale?"

      AJ shook her head. "Sorry. This isn't a buying trip. I only made enough time to look at the armoire. I'll try to stop by again in the next few weeks."

      She made a quick dash for the door, putting the moms between her and the clerk. She understood the reason to glom on to an antiques broker, but the clerk couldn't seem to decide who was more important, AJ or whoever she had been expecting to walk through the door.

      She sucked in a lungful of fresh ocean air to dispel the cloying stench of bubble gum. Checking her phone one more time, AJ turned to get her bearings. The restaurant was new, and she couldn't remember if she was supposed to turn right or left. She was glancing around one last time, starting to turn right, when a man striding across the street jarred her to a stop.

      He was average height, an athletic build with lean muscles and short ash-blond hair. He was similar to dozens of other men, yet something about him seemed familiar. His head was down so she couldn't make out his face. He tugged at the sleeves of his shirt and the world tilted. No. Just a bad memory.

      "AJ." Her name was bellowed out over the growing crowd of tourists.

      The man's head came up for an instant before lowering, his stride increasing, his hands continuing to tug at his sleeves. Beckworth? No. That wasn't possible. He was long dead.

      "AJ, over here." Stella's voice pierced AJ's trance.

      AJ spun toward Stella, thankful for a friendly face, then turned back toward the street. The man was gone. AJ stepped forward, peering around tourists, glancing in both directions and across the street. How could he have disappeared so quickly?

      "For God's sake, AJ. I'm right here." Stella panted as she reached AJ. "I saw you from a few shops down. The restaurant is back this way."

      AJ stared at the spot she had seen him. "Did you see that man crossing the street?" She turned hopeful eyes toward Stella.

      Stella glanced at the street and shook her head. "What man?"

      AJ's shoulders slumped. "Never mind. I guess I'm seeing things." The tremors started at her fingertips and coursed through her body, running down her legs and leaving them as weak as if she had run a marathon. She reached for Stella.

      "Good God, AJ. You're not pregnant, are you?"

      That jolted AJ out of her growing panic attack, and though she was still shaken by her vision, she burst out laughing.

      Stella relaxed. "Well, you still have your sense of humor. I think you need some food."

      "And maybe a little wine?"

      "That goes without saying. And you'll never guess who showed up at my front door."

      AJ took a last long glance around before letting Stella guide her down the street. Food. That must be it. She'd forgotten to eat breakfast. Before she stepped inside the restaurant, AJ scanned the street and sidewalk, watching for a blond-haired man. Though she didn't see anyone, the hairs on her neck rose as the door closed behind her.
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      Finn ran his hand down the long, lean leg, testing for soundness. Satisfied with what he felt, he stood and patted the mare's soft gray neck as she nuzzled his hand. He laughed and reached into his pocket for an oat-and-molasses treat.

      "What do you think?"

      Finn turned to the woman holding a leather bridle. She stood almost as tall as him, her tanned, muscled arms revealed by a worn, black tank top that bore the name of something called Dead Head. Her lanky frame ended in faded blue jeans and weathered, dirt-crusted boots. She tilted her head and a long, chestnut-brown braid streaked with bits of gray swung to one side. Her refined cheekbones emphasized her shrewd hazel eyes, which watched his every movement as he interacted with the mare.

      "Do you want to take her for a ride?" The woman, Maxine—but he was to call her Mac—continued to lean against the fence railing, sizing him up as if he were the one for sale rather than the horse.

      "That won't be necessary." He held her gaze and caught the quick flash of disappointment before it was gone. She held her grim smile. AJ was going to like her. "I've a fair sense for horses. She seems gentle enough. I'll take her and the Friesian gelding."

      The woman stood straighter and blinked before her eyes narrowed with suspicion. "That was rather quick. And you don't want to ride either one?"

      Finn shook his head. "I don't have
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