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      Ireland - 1804

      

      The white sails, tied tight against the rigging, leaked enough flap to flutter in the light breeze. Tails of ropes swung in unison with the rolling of the waves, rocking the sloop tied to its moor. AJ Moore stared up past the sails and rigging to the sky as she watched the clouds. It was rare to see blue skies this time of year, or so she'd been told. Ireland wasn't considered the Emerald Isle because of its sunny warm days.

      "Step away, AJ. Step away."

      Two months, and two hundred years from her future, had seemed an eternity since the fog dissipated, leaving her disoriented, confused, and finally disbelieving. She was no longer in Baywood, Oregon. If Finn could be believed, which was not one of his strong points, she was in Ireland, and the year was 1802. The year of Napoleon, a mad king on the English throne, and continual wars—certainly no place for a twenty-first-century woman.

      Finn's strong arms encircle her, warm and comforting. The light touch of his fingers skims her sweater, reaching for her stone necklace.

      AJ sprawled on the deck of the ship and watched the clouds float by, her skirts spread out around her. Her daily visits to the ship had become a ritual since the day they'd arrived through the fog. It wasn't as if the ship could take her home. It had been in her future, jumping with her and Finn to this new time, and it was a link to what she knew.

      Desperation fuels Ethan's voice as he calls out to her, his face struck by terror. Her brother, Adam, echoes the alarm, stretching his arm out to her. He never cared about her before.

      AJ shook her head to erase the memory like an old Etch A Sketch board. With the wood slats of the deck hard and unforgiving underneath her, she turned her focus to the clouds. The images shifted, first a turtle and then a horse. A hawk marred the forms, its flight breaking her concentration.

      She couldn't shake the daydreams. It was going to be one of those days. The ones that led to a bout of depression. Stella would kick her ass for feeling sorry for herself. Stella believed in one day for self-pity accompanied by as many glasses of wine required to get through the night. Then move on. AJ had to believe that her friend would consider her current plight an exception to the one-day rule.

      The thickening fog distorts Ethan's shape and muffles his voice. AJ can't hear anything but a rushing sound, like holding a seashell up to her ear. Finn's warm arms grip her tight. She strains to make out Ethan's face through the haze, his alarm barely visible, a silent cry forming on his lips.

      She squeezed her eyes shut and sucked in a breath of cool morning air, pulling her woolen wrap tighter. The late spring sun couldn't break through the cold winds blowing in from the sea. The flashbacks didn't come as often, but when they did, they hit her with a force as strong as the day the world as she knew it disappeared. The only way through it was to relive it and deal with the aftermath.

      With his arms ensnaring her, Finn touches the stone of his medallion to the stone in AJ's necklace. Ethan and the dock fade into the whiteness of the mist.

      The sounds of footsteps snapped her back, and she turned her head to find the familiar dark shape set against the morning light. She threw an arm across her forehead to cut the glare from the sun and forced the tension from her muscles.

      "I didn't mean to disturb you." Finn's voice was soft and distant.

      She waited, but he wouldn't say anything more, not until he could determine her mood. She rolled her head away and swallowed the thickness clogging her throat. "It's all right."

      "I need to make a trip to town. I just wanted you to know where I went."

      "I thought you were going tomorrow." She tried to hide the bitterness. Her body ached with the need to go with him, to see other people.

      "We need oats. The horses will be expecting their grain." He shuffled his feet. "And I thought I could take some of the extra loaves with me."

      She couldn't hold back the smile. When she first tried her hand at baking bread, it had been a dismal failure. Finn went to town regularly to keep them supplied in fresh baked goods. Boredom eventually set in, and she focused her attention to the task. She became so adept at baking, she couldn't see the counters or tables for the number of loaves covering it, more than the two of them could eat. Finn took them to town, either to pay back the baker who supplied them in the beginning or to trade for other goods. She never asked.

      "We could use some other staples. Flour and sugar. Cinnamon if you can find it."

      "All right. I'll be back before supper." He waited.

      She kept her head turned, staring blankly at the rigging until she heard his footsteps recede. She tired of these days where the past wouldn't let go. The last two months had been filled with anger, depression, and then curiosity about her new surroundings. She went days without speaking to him at all. In the end, she cried, letting him hold her and soothe her and tell her it would be all right. She even fell back into bed with him, trying to find any comfort she could, remembering her life before this. After all he had put her through, her heart tugged whenever she saw him, even when they had an incredible fight and he knew to stay away.

      She bolted upright when she heard the hooves hitting the dirt path leading away from the cottage by the sea. Everything he did focused on her needs, her moods. It had taken two weeks before she caught on. And then she had pushed him, tested him. He never disappointed. She knew her guilt at her own mood swings would never compare to his guilt at bringing her back in time with him. It was done, and she needed to stop punishing him for it. They must discuss the future.

      Standing to watch Finn disappear from sight, she brushed her skirts that fell two inches too short and tugged at the sleeves that stopped short of her wrists. Her question of who owned the well-made dresses that hung in her wardrobe had been met with a grunt from Finn. She sighed as she turned toward the rock-edged bay that protected the cottage from winter storms. Finn promised they would leave soon, but he never mentioned a destination.

      Turning her back to the sea, she walked to the vegetable garden. Chores came before her daily cataloging of discoveries within the cottage. Unique household items written down with an old quill pen on any bits of paper she could find. All antiques, in her mind. She couldn't abandon her passion for the old or the love of history her father instilled in her. She wanted to remember everything she could when she found her way back home.

      She grumbled at Finn as she pulled carrots, the fresh earth settling her. Through all her anger and tantrums, particularly during the first week of being completely inconsolable, he was there. She hadn't known him very long before the time jump, as she called it, but she discovered her feelings for him still remained. During the days they didn't speak, she watched him, the crease of worry on his brow with long stares out to sea. He spent infinite hours working on the old house, tending the horses and maintaining the ship. She watched him from the window, from the garden, and even from the ship, where she might magically disappear back to her own time. With all he tried to do, she couldn't help but harbor anger at what he had done. She resented him for rebuffing her questions of how they came to be where they were, a place he seemed intimately comfortable with. He refused to speak of the stones.

      "You need to get settled and understand how things work here. Then we'll talk about the stones." Finn kept to this line, refusing to budge.

      "You owe me more," AJ retorted with the same response, always to his retreating back, stomping her foot or kicking something for emphasis. She couldn't help herself—she was a reporter after all. Or used to be.

      From the garden, she paused in picking lettuce and sat among the vegetation, letting the warmth of the sun wash over her as her hands dug into the soil, a worm inching its way over her fingers. She wasn't one for gardens, that's why she loved her apartment. No fuss, no muss. But she loved Stella's flower garden, the odd-shaped paper lanterns swaying in the evening coastal breezes, and she longed to see it again.

      The day of her arrival in Ireland, when the mist had faded, her first glimpse of Ireland had been the single dock, the hillside covered with spring flowers, dotted sporadically with elm trees and oaks, and the well-tended cottage. Then she noticed nothing at all when the impact of what had happened grabbed her and threw her down the rabbit hole.

      Over the next few weeks she had examined the land, the cottage, and the sea, all nestled together in its own world. She witnessed the remoteness and desolation that matched her own spirit. Eventually, she came to appreciate the beauty, the imagery, and the tranquility that softened her anger and tamed her fear.

      Grabbing the lettuce and carrots she'd pulled from the garden, AJ made her way back to the cottage. It was time to leave this land and figure out how the stones worked. Whether Finn was ready or not.
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        * * *

      

      "The meal was exceptional." Finn refilled the wineglasses and sat back, his long legs stretched out in front of him, hands resting on his stomach.

      "Thank you." AJ sipped the wine and glanced at him over the rim of the glass. She couldn't ignore the presence he made. He wore simple trousers and an old woolen shirt, and though they fit loosely, she had seen his muscles flex when he started the fire. A tightening in her core nudged her as she remembered her hands moving over his warm skin and hard muscles. He smiled at her, a slow, lazy grin softening his square jaw. As if on command, a lock of his sun-kissed brown hair slid over his emerald eyes, almost black in the low light. The tingle rose up, and she averted her gaze.

      "I thought we might go for a ride tomorrow." Finn stared at his glass, his finger moving slowly around the rim as if the suggestion was nothing more than a casual thought.

      "Oh." AJ lowered her head and stood, carrying the empty plates to the counter. It wasn't that she didn't like horses. They were fine as long as she stayed on the ground. Her first riding adventure required two weeks of recovery before she agreed to make a second attempt. She refused any further lessons.

      "You need to know how to ride. It will be noticeable if you shy away from them." A hint of a smile creased the corners of his mouth. "You really are getting much better." He busied himself with breaking off another piece of bread.

      She rolled her eyes as she swept the last of the bread away from him. "Now you're just lying."

      Finn grinned at her. "Aye, I'm ashamed I had to do that, but if it works, I'll do my best not to make a habit of it."

      She couldn't hold back her own grin, even as she fought the growing panic of getting back on a horse. With the table cleared, she plopped down to finish her wine and mull over Finn's suggestion. He refused to take her anywhere in the two-person carriage she had seen in the barn, forcing her to stay within walking distance of the cottage.

      "I'll try. It would be easier if I could straddle it like you rather than sitting sidesaddle."

      He shook his head. "That would bring more attention than not riding at all. If you would promise to ride each morning, I would be agreeable to shorter sessions."

      She gazed toward the window, dusk settling over the hills shaded black against the sky. He offered a decent compromise, a way to discover what lay beyond those hills—a history she only imagined. She had decided only hours before it was time to leave. This was her opportunity to meet the challenge, to see if she could blend in. She met his waiting gaze. "All right. I can't stay here forever. I need to find a way home."
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        * * *

      

      Later than evening, AJ sat at the oak writing desk in their bedroom, hunched over bits of paper. She dipped the quill into the ink, pushing to finish the words that had bounced around in her head all day.

      "Come to bed. We have a long day tomorrow." Finn pulled the covers over his broad shoulders and turned toward the wall.

      She finished the last few words and extinguished the lamp. Her bare feet scurried over the cool floor the fire never seemed able to warm. She missed the bunny slippers Stella had given her last Christmas. As she jumped into bed, the idea of rubbing her cold feet against his legs was difficult to squash.

      For the briefest of moments, she reached to run her hand down his back, to feel the solidness of him, to remind herself she wasn't alone. He would be accepting of her touch even though his back was to her. It was his way of giving her space. She pulled her hand back and rolled to her side, waiting for sleep to come.

      

      Finn's embrace tightens when she shows him the old antique necklace with the odd marbled stone. One that happens to match the unique stone set in his Celtic cross medallion.

      Her anxiety flares as she struggles to move out of his arms. She plucks at his hands, scratching at the arms that tighten around her like steel claws. A sheen of sweat glistens on her brow, and she strains against the restricting body. She can't breathe. If she could just break free, clear her head, and get to Ethan.

      The thickening fog distorts Ethan's shape and muffles his voice, but the soft words float to her. "Step away. Step away."

      With his arms still ensnaring her, Finn touches the stone of his medallion to the stone in AJ's necklace.

      She tenses. Something is terribly wrong. A rushing sound fills her ears as she watches Ethan fade.

      The mist consumes the ship, and the dock disappears, spiriting Ethan and Adam away. AJ's skin prickles as an invisible force reaches deep inside her, pulling her as if the hand of Kronos reached inside her, grasping her spine and ripping it out.

      It couldn't be real.

      The muscles of Finn's arms constrict around her. The mist smothers her like a lead blanket, heavy and unmoving. She peers through the thickness of the fog, but there's nothing there.

      Blinded by a bright, impenetrable whiteness, she reaches out to steady herself, but she can't raise her arms. Her head dizzy, her stomach reeling, she wants to retch. She closes her eyes as the world drops away, her stomach spiraling with it. Her head rests against Finn, his body a rock. At least that's something. She isn't alone.

      Any comfort she might feel in his embrace evaporates. She struggles but can't wrest herself from the straitjacket that binds her. Her eyes snap open.

      She calls out, "Finn." The vortex consumes the word before it takes shape. Her senses scream, and when she knows she's going to vomit, the fierce tug pulling at her lightens.  The mist slowly dissipates, and Finn's arms, while still around her, loosen their grip.

      AJ blinks to refocus. The mist disappears to reveal the mast of the ship, the deck, and then the railing. The sun breaks through to chase away the remaining fog. Her breath escapes in a rush as the dock reappears. Something isn't right—Ethan and Adam have vanished.

      A well-kept house made of wood and stone sits a few hundred yards from the dock. Finn's warm fingers circle her wrist, his thumb rubbing gently against its raging pulse. His words roll over her, soft as a gentle breeze, "Do you still trust me? I have a story to tell you sweet lass."

      

      AJ shoved the covers from her, sitting up and clutching her nightgown. Her breathing was hard and fast, pounding against her ribs. She counted to ten, then repeated it two more times before her heart rate slowed. She wiped her brow, sticky with sweat.

      She whipped her head toward Finn. He reached for her before he turned in his sleep. Her nightmares were either becoming quieter, or he was getting used to them. When they'd first arrived in this time period, he would shake her from them and hold her tight. Now he barely stirred.

      She lay down, leaving the covers off to cool her body. After a few minutes, she dragged them back over her before turning to her side, her knees pulled up, waiting for the darkness to give way to light.
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      AJ woke in a better mood than she expected after her nightmare. She didn't think she'd go back to sleep, and was surprised to find the morning light filling the room. Finn was long gone, his spot in bed cool to her touch. The scent of coffee floated in from the kitchen, and she smiled at Finn's thoughtfulness, until she remembered the day he had planned for her. Horses. Her horse was named Mabel, but she preferred "She Devil," though Finn said she was the gentlest mare around.

      He assured her she didn't need to be an expert. Many women weren't exceptional riders. Men either, for that matter. But she had to at least know how to sit a horse and appear comfortable.

      As her fingers roamed through the dresses in search of her riding habit, her gaze landed on the folded garments lying like a talisman on the shelf, abandoned and alone. These were her one solid connection to remind her where she had come from, who she was, and her mission to go home. For the first couple of days, the only thing she would wear were her jeans, shirt, and sweater, until Finn convinced her she needed to put them away. She washed them thoroughly and hung them, leaving them for two days just so she could watch them flutter in the afternoon breeze. After she took them down and carefully folded them, she placed them in the closet, laying her Skechers on top, and temporarily closed that chapter of her life.

      The one thing she did like about horses was her riding habit. The sturdier fabric kept her warm, and she preferred to wear it all the time, but Finn said that wouldn't be proper. As she slid on her boots, she grumbled. How many other things besides horseback riding would she need to learn?

      Her nature would make it unacceptable to be subservient to men. Yet here she was in the early years of nineteenth century Ireland, and everything she knew, everything that came as second nature, wouldn't work here. She would appear brash. She would never have the knowledge, the training, or the energy to blend in.

      He mentioned a cover story to explain where she had come from, why she had a foreign accent, and why she was alone with him—quite improper. But he would need to dig deep to explain her barbaric ways of not being a proper lady, as if he just found her in the barn nestled next to the lambs and little piggies. She wrestled with her need to feel indignant about the situation she found herself in and Finn's responsibility for it. But her anger and regret wouldn't help. She had to keep her focus on the one thing that mattered most—getting home.

      A flash of dark gray eyes and a tall, lean frame broke through her reverie, the force so strong she fell into the nearest chair. Tears sprang from nowhere and an intense pain sifted through her. She focused on blanking her mind to chase away the chill shooting up her spine. These episodes came less frequently but when they did, each were as intense as the last. Why had she not listened to Ethan when he tried to warn her? She hadn't known why Ethan held misgivings about Finn. His suspicions about a theft ring weren't accurate, but he'd suspected danger. She had been too stupid and too involved with Finn to give Ethan the proper respect for his business and knowledge of security. Now she was living the very horror she had seen carved on his face the last time she saw him.

      She sat for several minutes and allowed the feeling of utter loss to wash over her. She needed a place to climb, to work out her pent-up frustrations. Tending the garden didn't come close to the intense workout she needed. The episode faded, and her breathing returned to normal. The pain dissolved. She pulled herself up and marched to the door. There was only way to deal with her memories.

      AJ now relished the challenge of the horse. She would no longer allow her fear to prevent her from leaving this place behind and finding her way home. As she passed the window, she spied Finn staring out to sea, and her heart dropped.

      Accomplishing her goal to find a way home would mean leaving this man behind, and after everything she had endured, she was disturbed to discover the thought deeply shook her.
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        * * *

      

      "That's much better. You need to remember to hold your skirts with one hand as you grab the pommel, but you did quite well." Finn fussed with moving her skirts for her as he handed her the reins. "Now keep a tight hold on the reins until I can mount. If she decides to start walking, don't panic. Just pull a little harder on the reins, and she should stop. Just don't give her too much lead. The most she'll do is walk to grass."

      AJ heard his words, but she could only focus on how high she was from the ground. The mare's muscles twitched as she shifted from foot to foot, and AJ kept a white-knuckled grip on the saddle. The horse continued to move even though she pulled on the reins hard enough to strain a muscle.

      Finn mounted his horse, and she marveled at his natural grace. He seemed connected to the beast with a mutual understanding that passed between them. A trust established through time, patience, and respect for each other. That was something she understood from the pets she'd coveted through her life. She glanced down at her own horse and pried one hand from her death grip on the pommel, reaching out to touch the horse's mane. Her hand slid over its neck, and she felt the ripple of muscles as they twitched at her touch.

      "Good girl, Mabel. Be good to me." AJ sat up straighter and suppressed her panic as Mabel started to walk. She prayed the horse would not flee with her across the hills, leaving her to scream and hold on for dear life. But, as Finn predicted, Mabel walked only as far as she needed to find fresh grass. AJ laughed out loud.

      Finn rode up next to her, his smile wide. "You didn't believe me, did you?"

      AJ shook her head. "I thought you were just trying to make me feel better."

      "I was. It was also the truth."

      He watched her, as if he wanted to say more. "So now what?"

      "We're going to walk the horses around here for a bit, then we'll walk them down the road."

      "That seems simple enough."

      "Aye, it sounds simple. But you need to pay attention to every detail. Focus on how you get her to walk and take direction. Once it seems you have it mastered, we can call it a day. Agreed?"

      "Aye, agreed." AJ smiled at her attempted Irish lilt, and Finn's return grin warmed her. Would they still be smiling at the end of the lesson?

      "Let's start with you sitting a bit straighter and then nudging her with your heel. Loosen the reins." Finn moved his horse away to give Mabel space. "That's it. Don't give her too much rein yet, just enough to walk. There you go."

      AJ concentrated on sitting straight, listening to each of Finn's commands as they rode in concentric circles around the yard. They stopped frequently, turning Mabel this way and that, never faster than a walk. She could feel her body relax with the movement of the horse. Mabel seemed to understand she had a novice on board, but she tested AJ by taking every advantage to nibble grass when AJ relaxed her attention.

      Finn proved to be a patient teacher as he had the day of her sailing lesson—a lifetime ago. They spent an hour in the yard before Finn turned down the road that led to the village.

      AJ's comfort with Mabel increased. She grabbed the saddle when she thought Mabel might do something unforgiving, like racing off with her, but each time was a false alarm. Mabel's twitches became predictable, and AJ grew confident, as long as they would never need to go faster than their current slow pace. "How far is the village?"

      "A couple of miles."

      Finn kept his horse close to hers for conversation, but AJ suspected he might be staying near to prevent a runaway horse. She trusted his quick reflexes to save her should Mabel decide to test her abilities.

      They rode in silence for a mile before Finn turned them around. AJ remembered the stable horses at the beach in Baywood. When the horses knew they were on their way home, their manners vanished as the horses made a mad dash for the barn, completely ignoring the commands of the novice rider. She braced herself and was surprised when Mabel didn't change her pace.

      "I've come up with a cover story for you." Finn stared at the road ahead.

      "Am I going to like it?" He would be better at developing a back story that would be believable. But she wasn't going to follow along unless she felt comfortable with it. She wasn't convinced Finn would consider all the details.

      Finn laughed. "I don't think it will be anything you can't handle, and it will speak to all  of your, uh…" Finn's forehead creased as he searched for the right words. "All your rough edges." Finn slid a glance her way.

      AJ tried to appear indignant before spitting out a laugh. "Here I am, thrown two hundred years into the past, and I'm the one with the rough edges."

      "With all the modern technology, you have to admit, people of your time have lost something." Finn appeared to struggle to find the right words. "There's general politeness, for the most part. But you've lost decorum."

      AJ nodded. "I understand what you're saying. With all the history I've read, I know my era has moved away from the etiquettes as you know them. But most of it was a waste and speaks more to how misaligned everyone was."

      "What do you mean?" Finn appeared curious.

      "The difference in classes, rich versus poor, the indignity of women as second-class citizens, or worse, property. The propriety that I must conform to is basically removing my base morals that everyone is an equal, regardless of the amount of money they may have or their gender."

      Finn nodded. "Aye, I saw the change in what you would call social evolution through my months of moving through time, seeing the changes in society. I can't say it's all bad. Being Irish, I certainly understand the desire to be treated as an equal. Having less money than someone else shouldn't remove a person's rights." Finn thought about it. "But for now, you are a chattel so we must find a way for you to conform without bringing out that fiery temper of yours."

      AJ's anger started to rise at his deliberate challenge until she saw the grin he couldn't hold back. "Fine. I get it. When in Rome."

      "You will be a distant cousin, newly arrived from America." Finn smiled at his ingenuity.

      AJ thought about it. "It would solve the issue with my accent." She laughed as she thought about it more. "And my crude ways. I would think anyone from America would be considered rather low on the refined side."

      "Aye. So if we tell people right off that you're from America, they may look at you strangely, but they won't ask any questions."

      "Great. I'll feel like a monkey at the zoo, just no bars."

      "It won't be that difficult. You're a beautiful woman, so I'm sure you're used to the staring."

      Finn's statement made AJ pause. She never thought of herself as beautiful. She knew she was above average in appearance, but never thought about it more than that. She was too thin, her nose too big for her face, and her hair uncompromising which was why she preferred it short. Finn's words brought a warm glow, and she accepted the compliment.

      "So why did I come to Ireland?"

      "Good point. You made a stop in Ireland because we're related. I have business in London and have agreed to escort you to other family who will introduce you into proper society."

      "An escort?" AJ knew enough about the time period to know this didn't seem proper. It was sure to set tongues wagging.

      Finn ignored her. "You've been a handful back home with having lost your mother at an early age and only a father and brother to raise you. That's close enough to your own story, but it makes more sense if it's your mother that was lost rather than your father."

      "Okay. I can see where I could have grown too wild for a young lady."

      Finn glanced away, suddenly lost in the landscape.

      "Finn?" She turned to match his gaze but saw nothing that would have distracted him. "Is everything okay?"

      He pushed an errant lock from his face. "Sorry, I thought I saw something."

      AJ stared at him. He just lied to her. She wasn't sure how she knew, she just did. And she could see he knew it too.

      He continued as if the moment meant nothing. "Everyone knows that America is not as modern as Europe. It wouldn't have all the proper avenues for a young woman to learn true societal ways. It's too new of a country, even if you did win the war."

      "So I'm being shipped off overseas like a spinster to learn how to be a proper lady."

      "Aye, and hopefully catch yourself a promising husband."

      AJ snorted. "You're joking, right?"

      "Not at all. You wouldn't be the first woman to be sent to London for such a thing. You're a bit older than most." Finn paused, waiting for a scathing remark, but AJ's brows were knit in concentration. "Looks alone can help engineer a perfect match, although I wouldn't expect him to be too young. It's the older ones who already have a substantial income that fancy themselves a beautiful wife."

      AJ rolled her eyes, truly thankful this was all a ruse, although deep down she wondered what would happen to her if they couldn't find her a way home. She couldn't imagine being bartered as a trophy wife. "Great," was all she could muster and urged Mabel on, a little surprised to find they were back at the stable. She hadn't even thought about her fear of riding.

      She accepted Finn's help to dismount. Patting Mabel's neck, AJ reached into her pocket for a sliced carrot and carefully extended it to the horse, who gladly took her peace offering. AJ smiled and turned to the house, leaving Finn to care for the horses. One chore she was happy to leave to a man.

      "Where are you going?"

      "I need a bath. All this talk of selling me off like a shiny toaster has me feeling a bit tarnished." She turned away, unsure if he would laugh at her comment. She worried about seeing the truth of the matter in his expression, and she didn't want to know how close their cover story was to the truth of her future.
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        * * *

      

      Finn watched her walk away, pleased by the progress they'd made. Whether she left the horse in his care because that was what a lady of the time would naturally do or because she was irritated by something he'd said, he didn't care. She'd acted properly whether on purpose or not. She grew comfortable with Mabel without even thinking about it, her body gently swaying with the rhythm of the horse. Even with her stalling tactics, anyone that could rock climb, as she claimed she did, could learn to handle a horse. He understood it had to do with control, and if you didn't feel you had it, everything became unsteady. He knew that better than anyone.

      He marveled at how much she'd learned in the last couple of months. Through all her despair, she wouldn't stop asking about each new trinket she found. But the basics of societal niceties and standard behaviors challenged her and worked against her upbringing. She had been raised in the twenty-first century, and even the smallest of inappropriate manners would be noticed in this century. At meals, he didn't care that she left a teacup or plate for him to pick up, but if anyone else had been in the room, they would have immediately noticed her transgression. He was thankful there would be servants where they were going to cover most of her mistakes.

      He should be more stern about the social protocols, but he didn't want to push. He wanted to give her time—something they didn't have. With every little success, the impatient clock buried inside him ticked louder. Juggling the time he needed to complete AJ's transformation competed with his own burning drive to continue his mission.

      His gut twisted each time he thought of his plan. He knew he should leave her here at the cottage, but she would never accept that, and he had no one here to watch over her. Even though she could barely sit a horse, she would chase after him the minute he left. AJ couldn't comprehend the dangerous times they lived in, and he didn't have the heart to tell her it was a long shot at best to think they could find her a way home.

      He lived through months of time travel and understood the fear of not knowing what would come next and whether he would ever see home again. He wished he had some idea of how the story would end so he could ease her burden. There were days when all he wanted to do was carry AJ onto his ship and sail away. Sail anywhere that would take them away from where they had to go and forget the world around them. But Finn could no more do that than he could wish her away, back to her own time. There was more at stake than the two of them, and that mattered above all else.

      Finn's best chance of encouraging her to succeed would be to tell her a little more of the story. There couldn't be any harm in telling her what he knew of the stones, it was little enough. They would leave for England soon, and he had no desire to cross the channel while dodging thousands of questions. Finn shook his head as he removed Mabel's saddle. Of all the women to find himself tied to, it had to be a reporter. He was glad for the need to rub down the two horses. It would provide him ample time to decide how much to tell her about the stones without it interfering with his own goals.
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      AJ endured another week of a sore backside and long soaks in the tub, but she mastered horseback riding. She would never claim to be proficient, but she would pass scrutiny. During the lessons, Finn questioned her relentlessly about her cover story.

      She chose Cambridge as her American home simply because she had traveled there with her father and knew its history well. Anyone she met in England probably wouldn't be as familiar with Cambridge as perhaps Boston. So if someone tried to test her by asking about someone in Boston, it would make sense if she didn't know them. By the end of her riding lessons, Finn agreed her back story rang true.

      Trepidation over a visit to the village complemented the week of riding lessons. When the day of travel arrived, Finn fretted over AJ's preparations. Any other time, his suffocating presence would smother her, especially over such a simple task as dressing for town. But she understood his anxiety. Her emotions jumped from excitement to downright terror at the thought of going to town. She had no idea what to expect, and no amount of reading history books would be enough to prepare her for the real thing. So she welcomed Finn's hovering.

      With her dressing complete, Finn gave her a nod of approval. His gaze roamed over her, and she blushed when his eyes darkened. His lopsided grin appeared, and she realized he'd switched from mother hen to rogue in a fraction of a minute.

      "Don't even think about it. It took too long to get this perfect. We're going to town. Cool off." AJ turned away from him to gather a shawl and headed out the door before he could respond.

      Finn helped her mount and let his hand linger on her ankle. He stared up at her. The tingle started from where his hand rested and sizzled through her. She removed his hand by backing up her horse.

      He chuckled. "It seems you've mastered several skills this week."

      "I've never had a problem keeping a man in his place." She could still feel his hand on her ankle, and, for an instant, something passed between them. Everything was about to change with a simple trip to the village.

      "Aye, and it's a good thing. I won't have to work so hard to keep the old lechers from you."

      Finn slowed their pace as he ran AJ through her background story again. She kept it simple, not too much detail, but enough to pass in most conversations. She changed subjects with ease, and Finn added a few techniques and phrases more appropriate for the time.

      "The best thing you can do is to say as little as possible." Finn relaxed in his saddle, lost in thought. "I've attended my share of parties and visited enough drawing rooms in some of the best houses in London."

      AJ raised an eyebrow. "Do you have a title or something?" She couldn't picture Finn dressed for societal soirees. Since arriving in Ireland, he'd only worn work clothes.

      Finn shrugged. "Or something." He shifted in his saddle and turned the subject back to her training. "Most women like to chatter, so they'll fill the space you leave empty. It's not true for the women you'll meet in the villages, but still try to keep your talk to the business at hand. In drawing rooms or parties, however, most women won't be comfortable with silence. They'll fill in the silence by answering their own questions for you. Don't worry if they're not correct."

      "I get it. Loose lips sink ships."

      Finn shook his head. "Where do you get these phrases? I don't understand most of them, and I've traveled more extensively than most."

      AJ laughed. "I don't think there's anyone who's traveled more than you—anywhere."

      "Good point."

      "I know I should stay in character, even with you, but it's impossible. I have to feel that I can be myself with someone." She ran her fingers through Mabel's mane. Her next words barely audible over the sounds of the hooves. "There's no one else but you."

      Finn moved his horse closer and reached out for her hand. "You'll always have me. I need you to truly believe that. No matter what happens." Finn stopped the horses, his expression grave. "I asked once if you trusted me. I know I've stretched your faith in me more than anyone could, but I'm asking you to hold on to that trust."

      She searched his earnest, handsome face, wanting to believe his words. He'd decided this path for her. One she wouldn't have chosen for herself. Her future rested in someone else's hands, leaving her no choice. She had no one else to turn to, and although her trust in him wavered, she knew that she loved him. Perhaps that would be enough. Unable to verbally commit her trust, she squeezed his hand and urged Mabel on.

      A full minute passed before she heard Finn catch up with her. He urged them to a faster pace. AJ concentrated on her riding, thankful for the lack of conversation. The mood had changed, and a hard ride might be the next best thing to rock climbing to clear her head.
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        * * *

      

      Finn shared details of the village during their evening meals, but in AJ's experience, expectations never fit with reality. Her first glimpse of the town proved to be no exception. Disappointment filled her. The village was no bigger than a city block, maybe a bit more.

      "It's so small." AJ spied a blacksmith shop. It was something her father would have loved. She itched to stop but couldn't think of a reason that wouldn't draw attention.

      "I suppose it's more of a hamlet. It grows during harvest when the farms travel in for trade."

      "They're so close to the sea. Why didn't they build closer for a port?"

      Finn gave her an approving nod. "Excellent question. There isn't much of a bay here. Just a few isolated inlets dotted along the coast like the one at the farm. And we're not far from Waterford, which provides an active port. So the village grew up around the crossroads."

      "Where there would be more traffic." Her head swiveled, taking it all in. It might be no bigger than a postage stamp but it bustled with activity.

      Several farm wagons filled with early spring harvest parked between buildings. People surrounded the carts, actively trading, arms flapping, voices raised. She itched to be among them but knew it would be a mistake on her first trip. This called for observation before opening her mouth.

      AJ prepared herself for staring and pointed fingers, but most people didn't pay attention to her. Finn stopped frequently to acknowledge smiling faces and pleasant greetings, but she only received a quick glance or faint hello. Finn introduced her as his cousin from America, and true to his word, they would shake their head as if that said it all.

      They stopped at a thatched house nestled between the spread of two oak trees at the edge of town. Flower pots filled with spring color surrounded the entrance, giving the impression of a florist shop. She knew that didn't make sense but couldn't fathom any other trade for what appeared to be someone's home. Finn settled the horses in a paddock next to the building and guided her toward the front door. As they drew close, she glimpsed dresses hanging near the window—a dressmaker shop. She slid a glance to Finn, but he said nothing before ducking inside.

      The house welcomed her the minute she walked through the door. A mixture of aromas filled the tiny room, many she couldn't name. She had no trouble recognizing the scent of fresh baked bread, cinnamon, rosemary, and a touch of chamomile. The room overflowed with an eclectic array of fabric made of various colors and textures. Simple grays and browns for everyday dresses, a few with tiny flower patterns, and those made of richly colored muslin, satin and other material she didn't know. She wouldn't pass as a fashion maven; that was Stella's domain. But she could easily tell the expensive cloth from the rest.

      AJ spun around the room, taking it all in. There were ribbons and trims, buttons and bows. In one corner, finished garments hung against the wall. Most were day dresses but she spied a few men's shirts, waist coats, and tailcoats, and a couple of overcoats. Sitting off to one side were three dresses of exquisite design, hues intense with burgundy, emerald and sapphire. AJ reached out a tentative hand and felt the fabric, afraid to damage the fragile-looking gowns.

      "Go ahead and get a good feel, they won't tear." The voice was loud and gruff.

      AJ jumped away as if burned.

      An old woman cackled. "Go ahead, girl. They're yours. You might as well get a feel for them before trying them on."

      "Mine," AJ murmured and touched them again.

      "Yes, your ah, cousin, insisted you have some new gowns for London." The old woman bustled in, a cloak over her arm which she hung on a peg near the dresses. Her voice took on a stiffer tone. "You'll find they're up to snuff with what they're wearing there."

      "They're beautiful." AJ turned to Finn, unsure whether to thank him or just be quiet.

      "And they need to be ready in three days," Finn said.

      "Three days," the old woman screeched. "It can't be done." Shaking her head she grabbed the first one while mumbling under her breath. She motioned at AJ. "Let's get this on you." Then she pointed at Finn. "Get out."

      Finn ignored the old woman and turned to AJ. "I have some errands to run. I'll be back in an hour, and we'll finish up." Raising an eyebrow at the old woman, Finn finished, "Don't crow at me, Marguerite. I know what you can do, and you won't get another shilling out of me. Three days." His voice was harsh, but AJ caught Finn giving the old woman a wink before leaving.

      The old woman turned AJ around and untied her gown. "That Finn Murphy is a fine one." Her tone changed to somewhere between motherly and admiring. The combination would have sounded creepy on anyone else, but it worked with Marguerite, who appeared to be a walking contradiction. "It's perfectly normal for distant cousins to wed, you know. Done all the time."

      The woman's forward nature shocked AJ. She found it somewhat enchanting when she wasn't the focus of Marguerite's outbursts. "It's not like that. Between us, I mean."

      Marguerite, having pushed AJ out of her day dress, gave her a long assessment before gesturing her to step into the first gown. "Right, honey, it's your business."

      With the dress tied, AJ immediately felt the difference between this gown and the dresses she had been wearing. This gown suited her proportions. The sleeves hung a touch too long, but the skirts fell perfectly. Marguerite moved her hands over the dress, making adjustments, pulling here and tugging there. AJ had never experienced a personal fitting before and found the experience a bit heady.

      "I don't see many men buy such beautiful gowns for a cousin. And your new petticoats and nightgown, well, I'm not sure why they have to be so fancy if he's not going to be seeing them." Marguerite turned AJ around to face her. She worked at AJ's bustline, freely reaching in to make adjustments.

      AJ blushed, unsure if it was from Marguerite's hands or the fact Finn had bought her lacy underwear.

      Marguerite stood back and took it all in. AJ felt like a tomato that had been manhandled at the market, softly bruised and a bit mushy. But she had to admit, the gown felt better after the dressmaker made her adjustments. The old woman stared at her and motioned for her to turn around. She smiled as she felt the wispy skirts flow around her. When she was once again facing the dressmaker, she saw Marguerite smile and nod with approval.

      "Not many adjustments. Finn gave me some very fine measurements." Marguerite turned AJ around again and started unlacing the dress. "For a cousin." She couldn't seem to help getting in the last word.

      AJ ignored the comment and let the gown fall away. She silently turned to find the next one to step into. This dress required less time. Marguerite's skill was evident as her hands flew to the same spots needing adjustment.

      With the last gown put away, the old woman gestured AJ into a chair by a carved side table. She disappeared for a few minutes and returned with a tray holding a teapot, cups, and biscuits. Marguerite poured the tea, adding milk and sugar to her own cup. AJ politely waved away the sugar but allowed the milk to be added, feeling a bit smug at passing her first social test.

      "Have you been making clothes all your life?" AJ sagged into the chair. The deep wrinkles at the corners of Marguerite's eyes and the graying hair suited her. She reminded AJ of her grandmother.

      "Oh, aye, since I was a young child. My father was a tailor, and he taught me. There isn't much call for it here, but a few wives of the landlords seek me out. I think I have Finn to thank for keeping me busy." Marguerite bit into a biscuit and glanced at the gowns she made for AJ. "It's not often I get to make something so beautiful."

      A blush reddened AJ's face, and Marguerite waved a hand at her. "Don't let the words from an old woman get you turned inside out. It's just us here. There's no judgment." She sipped her tea and patted AJ's hand. "I've watched that man grow up from an incorrigible troublemaker to a fine and responsible man."

      "You've known him since he was a boy?" AJ sat upright, eager to learn about Finn through someone else's insight.

      "Aye, I wasn't sure he was going to straighten out. He ran with some ruffians…street urchins." She made a face. "But his father always pulled him out of a scrape. That doesn't always bode well for their future, you know. But then the terrible accident happened. Well, that changed him. Put him on the straight and narrow."

      AJ wanted to ask about the accident but wasn't sure how. It was probably a topic she would have known as a cousin. The old woman rambled on. "Now there's many a young woman in the village who would love to snare that one. No one knows why he's taking so long to make a decision. He was gone for a long time. We just assumed when he returned, he'd be married."

      AJ let the statement hang between them. The thought of him marrying didn't bother her as much as knowing he might have old girlfriends in town. At least he didn't have a wife locked away somewhere. Not that she really believed he would, but it never hurt to be sure. Then she remembered the name of Finn's ship, the Daphne Marie. Before she could ask Marguerite if she knew where the name came from, the door opened, splashing sunshine across the room and blocking the face of the visitor. She recognized the outline of the familiar figure. His timing sucked. She blinked, trying to see past the brightness as the door closed behind him.

      "I see you've finished. Is the three days going to be a problem?" Finn's tall frame seemed to shrink the room.

      Marguerite nodded. "Everything will be ready." She squinted at him, a smile hovering on her lips. "Your measurements were almost perfect."

      Finn ignored her comment and laid a silk pouch on the table. "I'll bring the rest when I return." He turned to AJ. "We have several more errands to attend to. Are you finished with your tea?"

      AJ nodded, trying to behave as she thought she should. "Thank you, Marguerite. The dresses are beautiful. I'm sure all of London will want to know where they were made."

      It was Marguerite's turn to blush, and the color deepened when Finn laid a kiss on her cheek and whispered, "Thank you, old woman."

      Leaving the dressmaker, Finn dragged AJ to other shops, ordering supplies and staples for their journey. Any other time, these details would have fascinated her. But she preferred to spend more
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