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​Chapter One
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​Abbie’s mother, Margaret Grimshaw, turned sixty-two last week. Not that Abbie could say a word about it.

For as long as she could remember, while her mother made a fuss about each of her four kids’ birthdays, she refused to celebrate hers. So, Abbie and her three older brothers found other excuses to spend time with their mother around that “don’t mention” date.

The ambulance services where she worked had called at mid-morning to say they’d hired an extra crew member, which unexpectedly freed Abbie up for the rest of the day. She’d texted her mother to see if they could meet up.

Her mother had jumped at the chance of a get-together and came over within the hour.

Margaret Grimshaw put away her coat and followed Abbie into her cottage’s sitting room. “I thought we’d never find time for a quiet chat.” She admired the coffee table where Abbie had readied tea and homemade custard cream biscuits. “This looks cozy, love.”

Beside that tray sat a vase of fresh-cut yellow tulips and blush-pink peonies from the early summer garden.

“No one’s expected home until this afternoon.” Abbie plunked down on the sofa and patted the seat beside her. “Not even Robert.”

“Where is the ghostly earl?” Her mother sank onto the sofa with a contented sigh. “Isn’t his spirit tied to you?”

“Nica asked him to accompany her to school. She wanted help with a troublesome boy who’s been pestering her.”

“Ah, that makes sense. Robert is as fond of those children as he is of you. He will come up with a diplomatic way for Nica to deal with the matter.”

“Yes,” Abbie chuckled. “He is the epitome of a tactful Regency officer and gentleman–being both firm and kind. And since Jimi’s also in school, this means we have all morning to catch up. How have you been, Mum?”

“Busy. I thought life would slow down after we turned 60. Yet, your father and I seem busier than ever at the pub. But I’ve taken the night off. I’m looking forward to spoiling the kids.” Her mother’s eyebrow rose. “You do still need a sitter?”

That would be her mother’s indirect way of asking if Abbie’s date tonight was on. Margaret Grimshaw rarely approached conversations directly.

“Yes. Callum and I are going to the theater.”

Her mother nodded and leaned back, holding Abbie’s gaze. “His heart is in the game, Abbie.”

She gave her mother a quizzical glance. So was hers. “Your point?”

Margaret’s gaze wandered away. “When your father doesn’t think I’m looking, he has a certain look whenever he glances at one of my photos or reviews a video he’s taken of me.” She flashed her a smug smile. “As if he’s found treasure. Callum has that same expression when he glances at you.”

An old-fashioned way of looking at a relationship, but Abbie liked it. She’d been craving Callum’s attention since the first time they met. Lately, her attraction to him had grown so strong that she often dreamt of them being a couple. She couldn’t resist teasing, though. “If anyone has that look, Mum, it’s me.”

“No.” Her mother’s answer was firm.

Abbie started. Did her love for Callum not show on her face? Some days, the power of her feelings for the DCI overwhelmed her. “What do you mean?”

Her mother smoothed her summer dress, as if searching for the right words. “You remind me of a child who knows there’s salted caramel ice cream in the freezer, but is afraid to get her hand slapped if she tries to sneak some before supper.”

“Mum, I’m an adult! I eat ice cream anytime I want.”

“Then why do you avoid reaching for it now?”

Considering her perilous Grimm work, Abbie and Callum had agreed to go slow.

“We can’t move forward until Figg’s previous, treacherous master is neutralized.”

Figg was a huge part of Callum’s life.

The Roman, her enemy, was most likely monitoring Abbie’s movements. So, whenever she and Callum went out for a walk, they left Figg behind. Prying eyes would never catch the three of them together. It was dangerous enough for Callum to be seen in her company.

“Letting fear rule you is no way to live.” Her mother’s tone was unusually direct and cutting.

It was also unnerving, her mother leveling that argument at her. It had always been her precept for her kids.

Abbie reached for the plate of biscuits to give herself time to consider the uncomfortable truth behind her mother’s words when a loud whomp shook the cottage. They glanced at each other.

“That came from the kitchen.” Margaret jumped up.

“Arthur, shields up over me and Mum.” The ring’s power sprang up as she raced after her mother.

Margaret stopped halfway to the kitchen. Abbie passed her and then swung back. Her mother was a Grimm, and her instincts were as accurate as Abbie’s. “What’s wrong?”

“This involves family.” She met Abbie’s gaze, brows knit, eyes narrowed. “I can’t tell who it is, though.”

“Let’s find out.” Abbie burst into the kitchen, shooting her Grimm cord out of her forefinger. At sighting a young woman standing on the other side of her kitchen table, she skidded to a halt, her breath stuck in her throat.

The newcomer in Abbie’s kitchen wore a floor-length corseted gown with a high square neckline. Her charred dress smoked in parts. Her strawberry blond hair was braided, swept up at the back, and coiled to ride high on her head. Overtop it, her lace cap looked askew and her powdered cheeks had scorch marks.

“Ruby?” How could her gran be here? Abbie’s mother had grown up an orphan because her father had died long before her birth and Ruby died shortly after Margaret was born.

“You’re alive?” Margaret came around to Abbie’s side.

“Or are you a ghost?” Ruby didn’t seem older than when Abbie met her in 1959 during a time travel journey. Her gran had been twenty-seven then, and pregnant.

Ruby set an hourglass on the kitchen table, its white sand still dripping.

Not a ghost. Her grandmother had stolen that time travel artifact right out of Abbie’s grip.

“Clearly, I’m alive, though barely.” She sounded out of breath from whatever adventure she’d escaped. Ruby’s gaze swerved to her daughter and settled, softening. “Hello, my dear. Lovely to see you again. How you’ve grown.”

“If you’re not dead, where have you been?” Her mother’s tone dropped low and soft, filled with unspoken wishes.

Why didn’t you come when I was a child? When I needed someone to love me? To watch my back.

“I was busy searching for the killer targeting Grimms,” Ruby spoke in a brisk tone, her gaze skimming across everything in the kitchen except for her daughter. “You turned out fine, though, didn’t you?” She gave a careless shrug as she studied the well-worn cupboards.

Ruby’s wandering gaze finally returned to Margaret, but her lips twisted in disapproval as she skimmed over her daughter’s generous hips. “Appears that you’ve let go of your training. Dangerous move for a Grimm.”

Her mother’s face turned red, her eyes flashing with ire.

Her throat tight with acrimony, Abbie put her arm around Margaret’s shoulders, but her mother twisted free.

“Why are you here?” Margaret raised her head, her lips pinched. “Don’t answer that. I don’t care why you’ve come. It’s too late.” She gave a careless wave of her hand. “Turn over that hourglass and return to wherever you’ve been holed up in for the last sixty-two years.”

Waves of loneliness flowed from her mother. This was why Margaret hated her birthdays. Because another year had passed without her mother. Abbie’s heart wrung.

“Is that any way to greet me?” Ruby’s clipped words suggested her mood, too, had soured. “Shows a sad lack of proper upbringing.”

Abbie shook her head in warning. “Enough! Why are you here, Ruby? What’s wrong?”

“Now that’s how you greet a long-missed relative.” Ruby smiled at Abbie, nodding her head as if in approval. “I need your help to kill someone.”

“What’s with that costume?” Margaret waved a hand at Ruby. “Who do you want to kill? Queen Anne?”

“Close. It’s a man from her time. I wounded him severely with one of my wish bombs, but he got away.” She released a frustrated sigh, her narrowed gaze spearing Abbie’s with resolve. “He’s the villain who has been killing Grimms over the centuries. Since you showed me how to use this lovely little hourglass–” she fingered the artifact before tucking it into her bosom “–I decided to take him out before he came after you two. But he got away. I need your help to find and finish him.”

“No!” Margaret’s decisive tone left no room for argument. She grabbed Abbie’s hand. “She’s not going anywhere with you.”

“Don’t be tiresome, Peggy.” Ruby’s gaze speared her daughter, her tone dropping to a low growl. “I’m in a hurry.”

“My name is Margaret!”

“Mum’s right.” Her mother’s direct speech was more worrisome than her animosity. Where had the soft-spoken woman she knew gone?

Though she directed her words to Ruby, it was her mother whom Abbie hoped would hear her past her fury. “My kids will be home later. If I’m to leave, I’ll have to find a nanny. We also need to discuss this development with the Standard Bearers.”

“You’re not considering her request?” Her mother’s voice rose to a higher pitch, bordering on panic.

“Who are these Standard Bearers?” Ruby’s tone said she questioned Abbie’s sanity. “Why would you ask their permission? You’re a Grimm. We answer to no one.”

“That’s rich.” Margaret’s grip on Abbie’s hand tightened as if she planned to physically prevent her daughter from leaving with Ruby. “Since you’re here looking for Abbie’s help.”

Abbie eased out of her mother’s hot hold and pulled out her mobile. “You met one of them when we visited. Judith.”

“The witch?”

Abbie had forgotten that Ruby disapproved of witches. Ignoring her, she thumbed an alert to her crew. Emergency SB meeting. New case. Stat.

Ruby turned to glance out the window at the back garden and, beyond that, at St. Michael’s graveyard.

Her gran may not approve of Abbie’s methods, but this news of their enemy had far-reaching repercussions. “We’ve been searching for this immortal, too. I call him the Roman because that’s the image I received of him from his dog. Do you know the Roman’s true identity?”

Arms crossed, her expression bleak, Ruby faced her. Studying the landscape hadn’t improved her mood. “He’s not an immortal. He’s as human as you and I.”

Abbie shook her head at that assertion. “The vision of him as a young man was during Roman times. And you say you met him in the Queen Anne period? How can that be if he’s mortal?”

Unless he, too, had a means of traveling through time.

Ruby held her gaze with confidence. “He’s a mage who used a spell to prolong his life.”

“Sounds as if we have much to discuss.” Abbie turned to her mother. “There is tea and biscuits in the sitting room. Shall we adjourn there?”

Margaret released a heavy sigh, sounding defeated.

“If we’re not leaving right away,” Ruby gestured to herself, “I’d like to change first. It’s hot in so many layers.”

Abbie nodded and gauged her size. Ruby was a little shorter, but had more pronounced curves. “I have some freshly laundered clothing upstairs you can try on.”

“Don’t leave her alone with your artifacts.” Margaret’s warning earned her a glare from Ruby. “I’ll wait for you in the sitting room. I need to let your father know I’ll be late.”

“Not on my account.” Ruby gave a dismissive wave, the way Margaret had earlier. “Don’t let us hold you up.”

“Mum, please put on a fresh kettle and set out six more cups for us?”

Her mother glowered, but then nodded. She stood aside as they left the kitchen.

The only loo in the house was downstairs, so Abbie stopped there for Ruby to wash up before they headed upstairs.

Once in Abbie’s bedroom, she gave her gran a pair of jeans and a T-shirt to try on for size.

“I guess Peggy... um... Margaret is upset with me.” Ruby’s tone was impassive, but her hands trembled as she undressed, suggesting something deeply troubled her.

“Since you weren’t around, her uncle brought her up.” Abbie tiptoed through this discussion as if she were navigating a minefield. “Your husband’s brother. He was unkind. He trained her to be a killer.”

“I know.”

Abbie glanced at this twenty-something woman. It was hard to think of her as her gran. “How do you know what Mum went through?”

Ruby shed her gown and then had Abbie loosen her stays. Once that was off, she removed her scuffed, muddy shoes, torn stockings, and silk ribbon garters. She then dressed in Abbie’s clothes, which were a little snug. All done in absolute silence.

Her gran tucked the hourglass back into her cleavage and tossed the wish bomb onto the bed. Abbie cringed, but it didn’t explode. Both this wish bomb and that hourglass were their family artifacts. So, Ruby had a right to it. Abbie simply disapproved of how carelessly Ruby handled this one.

With a heavy sigh, her gran paced the room, glancing out the window. “This wasn’t my first trip with the hourglass. I dropped in a few times to find out how my child made out in my absence. I was there for her graduation, marriage, and the birth of each of her children.”

Abbie had only ever used her hourglasses once, afraid of how she might alter history if anything she did in the past affected their timeline. It sounded as if Ruby had used hers indiscriminately.

Ruby had not only used it often and with aplomb, but even traveled into the future. Why hadn’t their timeline changed? Or had it, and she was unaware of how much?

Her gran’s gaze was drenched in sorrow when she met Abbie’s. “I was also there when your friends died.” She took Abbie’s hands and squeezed. “You took quite a hit.”

“Why did you never contact Mum?”

“If I had,” Ruby wrapped her arms around herself, “I would have never left her again and I had a killer to find.”

Ruby’s mood shifted like quicksilver, her eyes lighting up. “I saw a Dr. Who show on my first trip. Intriguing. Also, do you know there’s a scientific theory that suggests no matter what we change in the past, the future will always end up the same?”

“Goddess Kali believes that in traveling through time,” Abbie held Ruby’s gaze, hoping her warning would get through, “we risk altering karma. That’s why I didn’t warn you that someone would try to kill you when I visited the past. Kali warned me to be careful. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.” Ruby’s smile turned cheeky, and she winked. “The report of my death was an exaggeration.”

Abbie recognized the Mark Twain quote.

“Mainly spread by me.” Ruby’s words were unrepentant. “How else could I have gained the freedom to go after our enemy?”

“Who is he?” Should have been Abbie’s first question.

Ruby shrugged, shaking her head. “He changes his name and identity as often as I do clothes. I finally caught up with him in 1703 in France and dealt a severe blow. Unfortunately, he deflected much of my wish bomb’s blast, sending that force into the Bay of Biscay, which set off a cyclone.”

Her gaze filled with chagrin, Ruby shrugged, as if she’d lost a pair of earrings instead of causing hundreds of deaths.

Abbie recalled reading about that cyclone in the early 1700s. Many ships had been lost. Folks had been devastated by flooding from France to the south of England. She gulped, her heart hammering, and sweat forming on her forehead. Did Ruby lack a conscience?

Color spread across Ruby’s cheeks as if Abbie’s reaction to her news finally registered. “It was a royal mess.”

“One you caused!” Abbie’s legs gave way, and she slumped into a chair, holding her hands to her chest. Had Ruby truly been responsible for that disaster, or would it have happened anyway? Abbie’s gaze swerved to the wish bomb and she willed it back to her knapsack. “And stay there!”

Ruby’s next words tumbled out, fast and intense. “In the confusion, I lost track of our villain. But he’s wounded, Abbie. If we time our next trip to before that incident, together, we could prevent this disaster and take him out!”

“No! We’re not changing major past events.” Abbie was resolved on this point. “Who knows what consequences there might be? We can’t calculate what other damage we might do by altering what is now history.”

Ruby flopped onto her back on the bed and spoke to the ceiling. “What do you propose?”

Abbie laid out her red line. “If we go, we will not be bringing any wish bombs.”

“What?” The word came out of Ruby in a squeak. Her hands spread out as she groped for the wish bomb and came up empty-handed. She sat up, arms and legs crossed. “You took it! How else are we to finish him?”

“We will work with what we find in that time period. Those are my terms.”

Ruby’s lips pinched, as if she wanted to argue with Abbie’s stipulation, demand she return the wish bomb. Then her gran’s shoulders dropped. “I don’t believe I’m meant to kill him, anyway.” Her tone turned gruff. “You are. During your visit to my time, only the artifacts you touched came alive. Those are the ones that come when I call. It was as if you’d awoken a new ability in them to hear me from a distance.”

Ruby sounded so peeved that she couldn’t wake her other artifacts that a defiant corner of Abbie purred.

Her gran raised her arms. “Alright, we do it your way.”

The tension in Abbie’s shoulders eased. That decision could have gone the wrong way. Ruby’s forceful personality had a way of steamrolling over others’ views.

The doorbell rang. “That’ll be the Standard Bearers gathering.” Abbie stood and held out her hand. “Come on. I’ll introduce you.”

Abbie and Ruby entered the sitting room to find Yousef seated in a chair beside Margaret. He was dressed in a smart suit.

The cat-shifter stood and sent the newcomer a thorough once-over. After introductions, he shook her hand. “Welcome to Chipstead, Mrs.?”

“It’s the tradition for our family members to keep the Grimshaw name.” Abbie’s mother’s tone was cool, her glance icy enough to freeze. “Unless you’ve parted from that formality, too, along with mothering your child?”

“Call me Ruby.” Abbie’s gran kept her attention entirely on Yousef, her admiring glance skimming over him from round black spectacles to pointed polished shoes. Ignoring Margaret, she sat beside him.

Yousef met Abbie’s gaze, no doubt picking up on the animosity between the two women. Trapped between Margaret and Ruby, was that a hint of desperation in his eyes?

The doorbell rang again, giving Abbie the excuse to bolt to check on her next guest.

She shoved aside her guilt at abandoning Yousef. He was a grown man. He could handle Ruby and her mother for a few minutes.
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Chapter Two
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It was Talin and Judith on Abbie’s doorstep. Behind them, in St. Michael’s car park, her kids raced home with Robert. That completed their group.

Back in the sitting room, Abbie made introductions.

“Do we call them both gran?” Nica’s frowning glance went from Margaret to Ruby.

“You could try Gran Ruby and Gran Margaret.” Judith’s suggestion fell flat with both kids, who crossed their arms and shook their heads.

“I know.” Jimi turned to Ruby. “We’ll call you Nana. That’s what River calls his gran.”

Ruby shook her head. “That makes me sound like a nanny goat.”

Margaret smiled at the boy. “I’d love that moniker.”

“Glad that’s settled.” Abbie then summarized why Ruby had descended on her kitchen. “She wants us to return to when the Roman was injured and finish him while he’s weak.”

“Oh, no!” Nica ran over to Abbie’s side, wrapping her arms around her. “You almost didn’t return the last time you time traveled.” She leaned back to catch her eye. “What if something goes wrong again, like another cyclone?”

Abbie cuddled Nica and kissed her forehead. “My instinct tells me I’m meant to go, Nica. But I’m unsure what we should take with us.” She turned to her group. “Certainly nothing destructive, to ensure we don’t alter the past.”

A discussion erupted then, as that statement suggested Abbie intended to accompany Ruby. Everyone offered their opinions on this plan.

All except for Margaret Grimshaw. She was in her chair, arms folded, lips pressed, and her cheeks flushed.

Abbie allowed the lively and contentious talk between her Standard Bearer crew and Ruby to carry on without interruption. What worried her more was her mother’s silence.

Normally, her mother would either have left the room, wanting nothing to do with Abbie’s Grimm activities, or suggest something innocuous that would nudge Abbie toward exactly what her mother wanted her to do. She wasn’t even snapping at Ruby as she had done earlier.

Her mother had great instincts for her daughter’s welfare, similar to Abbie’s Grimm instinct to know when something she planned was right or wrong. Her mother’s lack of reaction, therefore, concerned her. What was going on inside Margaret Grimshaw’s head?

“You’re not going alone with her.” Her mother’s bleak voice broke in, proving Abbie’s instincts correct. That categorical declaration, so unlike her mother’s veiled suggestions, silenced everyone.

“Mum–”

“During our Diwali celebration in Abbie’s garden,” Judith’s soft, but firm voice broke into Abbie’s pleading tone, “we all received the impression from Kali that none of the SB crew were invited to join Abbie on her upcoming journey.”

“If none of you will protect Abbie from that one,” Margaret’s head tilted toward Ruby, “I will.”

Ruby released a bark of laughter that earned her daughter’s glower. “Sorry, Peggy, but you relinquished your Grimm role decades ago. Now you’re well past sixty, even if you’re not in the throes of your feminine change time, you’re in no fit shape to retake your Grimm duties. I’m shocked you’re still alive. Our kind rarely survives into our fifties, never mind beyond that.”

“Ruby!” Abbie cringed for her mother. And that last comment about Grimms dying young was news to her.

Nica shook within Abbie’s hold. Jimi moved closer to his sister, patting her shoulder, his eyes wide and worried.

Abbie gave Ruby a head shake.

Focused on her daughter, her gran ignored that warning. “You’d be a hindrance, not a help, if you insist on trailing us.”

“You sound like your brother-in-law.” Considering how much Margaret had hated her uncle, that said a lot. “If you hoped that attempt at intimidation would cow me, you don’t know me at all. But then how could you, since you were never a mother to me? Understand this: if Abbie goes on this mission, you’ll both have to put up with me.”

Ruby’s face flushed pink at that rebuke and she turned to Abbie, raising an imperious eyebrow, as if she expected Abbie to slay that ultimatum.

Nica ran over to Margaret. “I want Nana to go.”

By the besotted look on her mother’s face, Margaret Grimshaw couldn’t have asked for a better birthday present than Nica’s passionate support.

“I’m a Standard Bearer!” Nica’s tone was proud as she held her head up high. “So, I have a say in our decisions. I’ll only agree to Abbie leaving if Nana goes along.”

“Me, too.” Jimi ran over to Margaret’s other side, making his allegiance clear. Though he was growing up, his support of his sister never wavered, something that thrilled Abbie. These two would look out for each other if anything tragic ever happened to her.

​Judith stood and strolled over to take her stand behind Margaret’s chair. “Granny Chan used to tell me tales of your mother’s exploits when she was a working Grimm. In our absence, there’s no one shrewder you could take with you.”

Robert limped over to stand beside Judith, meeting Abbie’s gaze with a firm stare. “Your mother has great Grimm instincts. I would prefer if she were with you to offer sound guidance. Especially if plans change en route, as they did on your last time travel adventure.”

Yousef joined the other SB crew, adding his support. “No offense meant, but Ruby is an unknown quantity, while your mother is a well-known and tested Grimm with whom I have complete faith and trust.”

Talin was the last to rise to his feet. He ambled over to Margaret, knelt beside her, and took her hand.

Her mother’s eyes widened, and she leaned back.

“A little energy boost can’t hurt.” The electromagnetic wizard gave her a friendly smile. “May I?”

Margaret gave him a bemused glance and nodded.

Abbie sensed the waves of energy flowing into her mother from Talin.

“That should level the playing field.” Talin swiveled to address Abbie. “The others are correct. She’ll be an asset. I’m in favor of her going along.”

“Thank you.” Margaret gave everyone surrounding her a grateful glance.

Ruby crossed her arms. “Abbie, you’re not seriously going to allow these people to dictate what we do, are you?”

Abbie couldn’t stop her lips from tilting upward. “We’re the Standard Bearers. We work together, not against each other. If they think this is the best way forward for us, that’s exactly what we will do.”

Ruby’s cheeks flushed darker, but she stayed silent.

“Yay!” Nica and Jimi ran back to hug Abbie.

“Now that’s settled,” Robert’s gaze turned grave, “you should reconsider your decision on not taking any artifacts with you, Miss Grimshaw.”

This was Robert’s usual MO. “What do you suggest?”

“You have your cord and ring, but all three of you should take one further artifact each that might help you during your upcoming travels.” At Ruby’s raised-armed whoop of cheer, he sent her a disapproving frown. “Not a weapon, but a helpful tool. The year 1703 is far different from this time. You will need specialized assistance.”

Abbie nodded.

“Shall I fetch your rucksack?” Nica jumped up.

“No need.” Abbie moved the tea tray aside, focused on her artifacts, and then tapped the empty
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