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      Time is the coin of your life. It is the only coin you have, and only you can determine how it will be spent.

      

      Be careful lest you let other people spend it for you.

      
        
        Carl Sandburg
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          FRANCE 1804 - FEBRUARY

        

      

    

    
      AJ Moore was going to be sick. Passionately and thoroughly ill. The fog swirled around her, its thick white tendrils reaching out like skeletal arms in a horror movie. She doubled over, clenching her middle. Her stomach twisted like someone was squeezing every drop of moisture out of an old dish rag.

      The dead weight of Beckworth—the Viscount of Waverly and deceitful bastard—hung over her left shoulder. Somehow, through the horrible nausea she was aware of his sticky blood staining her shirt.

      She smirked. If she survived the time jump, she'd stab him again, if for no other reason than he irritated her.

      All thoughts vanished as the pain intensified. The brightness of the mist overwhelmed her senses before she fell into blessed darkness.

      When she opened her eyes, disoriented after the jump, the heavy body sprawled across her triggered a claustrophobic attack. She shoved against it until she was able to twist away. She managed to crawl two feet before the remains of her lunch returned. That was when she noticed it was raining—correction—pouring. The vomit disintegrated into a pool of water, turning it into a gray gruel.

      She backed away before she gagged. Water streamed off her forehead, and she scraped the saturated hair from her face.

      Where the hell were they?

      She crawled back to the body and turned it over, hoping he'd drowned in the puddle of mud he lay in. Unfortunately, Beckworth stirred.

      When his eyes fluttered open, she screamed at him. Partly to ensure he could hear her, but also because, short of repeatedly stabbing him in the neck, it was all she could think to do. "What the hell were you thinking? Why did you do that?"

      He either couldn't hear her or didn't care to answer.

      She grabbed his shirt, heedless of the blood still seeping from his wound, and shook him. "Why couldn't you wait? We could have all come back together."

      Tears mixed with rain, and her chest heaved as she cried out her anger and frustration. When it didn't appear Beckworth would answer her, she beat on his chest, then fell back to pull herself together.

      The landscape was difficult to make out through the steady rainfall, yet it seemed familiar. She had expected to arrive in England at the Earl of Hereford's estate. Realization dawned. That would have required Ethan's incantation. The new and improved version from Maire's more recent translations. Instead, Beckworth had interfered and grabbed the Heart Stone she'd foolishly worn around her neck. Although he'd whispered an older incantation, it hadn't mattered. Just the act of him touching his stone with the Heart Stone was enough to carry them back to the location of the torc.

      They must be on the knoll in France, and the only remaining question was the year. At least the monastery would be close—that was something. Full of despair, she sank back in the mud. What would she find when she went to town? Would Ethan and Maire be at the inn as she'd last left them?

      Finn.

      Her heart filled with longing and a deep, aching sense of loss. Less than twenty-four hours ago, they had married and promised never to leave one another. Now he was two hundred years away. Or was he?

      Ethan still had a stone. They never discussed Maire's updated incantations, but Ethan would have the translation to follow the Heart Stone. AJ had no idea how accurate the travel would be or the timing. It could take months for them to connect, assuming they arrived in the same time period.

      Distorted mumbling drew her attention back to her current dilemma.

      "You."

      She crawled over and rose to her knees so she could stare down at him.

      "You." His head rolled from side to side. He paused after each word, waiting for his labored breathing to subside. "You," he attempted for the third time. He heaved and almost gagged. A line of spittle formed at the corner of his mouth, and even scrunched in pain, his soaking-wet face was beautifully handsome. His normally cornflower-blue eyes were dulled, his face pasty as he forced out the word, "Stabbed." He sucked air but couldn't seem to squeak out the next word.

      "Me," AJ finished for him. "You stabbed me. Is that what you're trying to croak out?" When his half-crazed eyes rolled to her, she nodded, her eyes narrowing, her voice laced with controlled rage. "Yes. I did. And I've a mind to stab you again. So lie still while I think."

      There were dozens of reasons to stab him. For kidnapping her months ago. For holding Maire hostage for two years. For torturing Finn when he was held in the duke's dungeons. For blindly following them back to the future. For stalking her and then kidnapping her again. Hell, he deserved to be stabbed just for being an asshole.

      She considered the real reason she'd stabbed him. In those last few seconds before the fog claimed them from the inn parking lot, she'd remembered Finn having difficulty after their jump back to the future. He'd been injured from torture before they'd left. Though he'd mostly healed, Finn had mentioned that injuries made the travel more difficult. Finn had floated in and out of delirium for hours upon their return. It required an entire day before he could hobble around the bedroom, and three days to fully recover.

      Beckworth had confessed to being unconscious for two days after the sisters had found him. His injury, the first time she'd stabbed his shoulder, also hadn't healed before he was pulled into the vortex of her jump home with Finn. The two days of Beckworth's stupor might have been from medication the sisters had given him, but AJ didn't think so.

      Tired of being wet, she scanned the area. The bushes were closer than the trees and would be sufficient for her plan. She pulled herself up, but a brief bout of nausea made her stagger. After gaining her balance, and with several false starts, she used Beckworth's partial moments of awareness to aid their movement across the clearing. She tucked him into the underbrush. The ground wasn't entirely dry, but it provided some reprieve from the torrential rain. She discovered the backpack during their long crawl. Beckworth must have grabbed it as he raced to get away from the inn with her in tow. She pulled the pack from him and pushed her arms through the straps, allowing it to fall against her back.

      If her suspicions were correct and they were in France, she had some options. The only question was the year. Based on the rain and the leafless trees, it was winter or maybe early spring. Then she remembered the possibility of war and groaned.

      Beckworth had passed out again. She left him as he lay. It was doubtful anyone was walking about in this weather. She considered stabbing him again, just to be sure he wouldn't wander off, or maybe just because. Instead, she stood, kicked decayed leaves over his legs to cover him, and turned toward the direction of town.

      She followed the trail until she reached the main street. The docks were to her left and Guerin's Inn to her right, just as she remembered it.

      She was almost to the inn when she noticed the first soldiers. Two of them leaned against a building. If they spotted her, they didn't care, but it confirmed one thing—it was no longer 1802—and England's war with Napoleon was alive and well.

      When she knocked at the back door of the inn, she tried to remember the innkeeper's name. She didn't remember anyone calling him Guerin.

      The door opened, and a gruff voice spoke in French. She panicked. She could only guess what the innkeeper thought of the drowned rat that stood before him. No words came to her; she didn't know French. Everyone had spoken English the last she'd been there. If they were at war, it made sense that French would be the first words spoken.

      She stood, struggling for what to say, when the man grabbed her by the arms and dragged her in. He yelled, "Sofi." AJ almost cried with relief. Sofi was the innkeeper's wife.

      Before she knew it, she was pushed into a chair in front of the kitchen fires. A minute later, a blanket was thrown over her drenched summer blouse and jeans. She shivered. Another minute later, a towel fell over her shoulders. Another was wrapped around her head as someone vigorously rubbed her hair in what she assumed was an attempt to dry it.

      "Miss Moore. Is that you?" Sofi's worried question made AJ sigh in relief. They remembered her.

      She nodded and pushed the woman's hands away so she could look up. Husband and wife stared down at her before glancing at each other.

      "This is a very dangerous time to have returned. It looks like you swam across the channel." The innkeeper shook his head and wiped flour from his hands. He'd been baking bread. That explained the heavenly aroma that filled her nose and made her stomach grumble.

      "I can explain. But first, I have a large favor to ask." She spoke slowly, watching their anxious expressions. When the pair glanced at each other again, AJ added, "And I can pay you."
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, Beckworth lay on a bed in the smallest room the inn had available, a fire blazing in the hearth.

      AJ huddled in front of another fire in an adjacent room. Her clothes hung over the back of a chair positioned close to the hearth, next to her shoes and socks drying on the heated stones. Sofi had loaned her a dress, and though it was short at the ankles and arms, the rest fit well enough. Beckworth's backpack perched next to her on the couch as she slowly sifted through the contents.

      Her concerns about finances were immediately relieved when she found the silver coins and jewelry they'd planned to return to the sisters. She'd save what she could, but her survival came first. She never met the sisters and didn't know why they'd taken in Beckworth, but everyone paid for the risks of their decisions. She would require transport to England, and with the war the innkeeper confirmed had begun last summer, the price would be high.

      Her second request of Henri Guerin, the innkeeper, after retrieving Beckworth, was to send a message to Sebastian at the monastery. He promised to send someone as soon as the rain let up. All she could do was wait.

      She'd expected to see several soldiers at the inn, but there were only three. Henri said the soldiers rotated their visits to the inns. Two dozen troops stayed in the barracks by the dock at any given time. Most of them preferred the inn across the street, which Henri was grateful for. Soldiers discouraged customers.

      Feeling secure for the moment, she stared into the fire and considered her plight. If Finn and Ethan had followed her through the vortex, they should have arrived in France and shouldn't be too far from town. Not that anything had been written on how the stones worked. It was all trial and error. Her greatest fear was them landing in the middle of French soldiers. The one thing she hated most about this time period was no cell phones. Communication with England could take weeks, and with the war, possibly months.

      Her mind raced with possibilities until a headache crept up her neck and pounded at the back of her skull. She couldn't jump back home without the proper incantation. She'd written it on a piece of paper that she'd stuffed in her duffel. The one she'd left in the library at home. Finn had asked her to memorize the words, but the ability to correctly pronounce the Celtic words without the instructions eluded her. Sebastian had the translations and could reconstruct the incantation. For now, she had a different mission. Find Maire. The best place to start would be Hereford. When Ethan and Finn arrived, that would be their destination. She was certain of it.

      She closed her eyes, unable to focus. A short nap and she'd be good as new.

      When a soft tapping from the door woke her, she groaned at her body's stiffness. She pulled the dagger strapped to her leg. When the knob began to turn, she scurried to stand behind the door before it opened. Was Beckworth awake? She couldn't imagine him knocking. And the soldiers had ignored her when she'd run downstairs earlier for hot water.

      A figure emerged, and she swung the dagger to bring the hilt down on the stranger's head. She pulled back at the last minute. The figure, shrouded under a familiar hooded cloak, was her height but with a larger girth.

      When the man turned, AJ almost leaped into his arms.

      Instead, when Sebastian stared at her with his whimsical smile, she slumped into his arms with a sob of relief.
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      "Your hands are cold, child." Sebastian rubbed her hands, then guided her to the sofa. "Sit. I've asked the innkeeper to bring hot tea and something for you to eat."

      AJ followed him without question. She could use something to warm her. As good as it was to see the monk, she couldn't dispel the inner chill that clung to her.

      Once seated in front of the fire, Sebastian lowered his hood and held her gaze for a long moment before nodding. "I had a feeling I'd not seen the last of you."

      AJ laughed. "Has The Book of Stones given you a glimpse into the future, or have you been playing with the stones?" She said it in jest, but the monk's curious gaze made her wonder if she wasn't far from the truth.

      "All in good time. Perhaps you should start with the man in the other room." He lifted an eyebrow. "The one tied to the bed."

      She smirked. "You know about him."

      He nodded. "Henri apprised me of the hours since a rain-soaked woman appeared at their kitchen door. I must admit, I was expecting Captain Murphy."

      "It should have been." Her words, whispered softly, couldn't hide the bitterness or the longing. She wiped away a tear and blew out a shaky laugh. "It seems trouble follows the stones. I'm not quite sure where to start."

      A soft knock interrupted them, and Sebastian patted her shoulder on his way to the door. A young lad scurried in, setting a tray on the table before rushing out, closing the door behind him.

      AJ didn't think she could eat, but the smell of fresh bread made her nose twitch with interest.

      Sebastian brought her a cup of steaming tea. "Drink this first, and then we'll have some food. Sofi told me you haven't eaten since your arrival."

      She warmed her hands on the mug and stared into the fire, her thoughts whirling as she reflected on the last twelve hours. Her gut clenched whenever she remembered the last time she'd seen Finn. His fear, his anger, and his love etched on his face. They still had Ethan's stone. She had to believe they would find her, and she absently reached for the necklace that held her wedding ring.

      Sebastian tried again. "Why don't you tell me what happened when you left us all those months ago."

      AJ released a small chuckle. "To you, it's been over a year, but to me, only a few months have gone by." She shook her head. "I can't explain it, but time passes differently between our jumps. I don't know why."

      Sebastian considered it for a moment and shrugged. "Who can explain everything we've read or experienced? Some things shall always remain a mystery. Did you arrive where you thought you would?"

      "Yes. Back to the same spot we'd left." She sipped her tea and, as suggested, told Sebastian everything. Their arrival, Finn's reaction to the jump while still injured, and the life they were building. The words flew out of her mouth, and she didn't stop until the mug of tea was cold in her hands. She sipped it and grimaced.

      "It sounds like a wonderful life."

      She stood and took his mug, dumping the remaining cold tea in the washbasin before refilling them. The pot of tea was still warm, but she preferred her tea hot. She placed it on a ring by the hearth to heat it before settling on the sofa and pulling her legs under her.

      "Our life wasn't perfect, but I was happier than anyone could be." She smiled at the monk and grasped the hand he held out.

      "Except for the man who followed you to your time."

      She looked up, startled by his words.

      "I was at the knoll too, if you remember. I witnessed his disappearance in the fog. Maire worried about it for weeks until Ethan convinced her everything was all right."

      Her smile faded, and a slow anger burned. "I won't rest until I find out how he's connected to Maire's disappearance."

      The monk sat back, startled. "Maire disappeared?"

      She nodded. "I realized it was Beckworth who'd been following me. Before I had a chance to tell Finn, Ethan arrived." The words tumbled out as she walked Sebastian through the events of Ethan's arrival. When everything came out jumbled, the monk made her repeat the story, this time slowing down to recount Ethan's story from when Maire and Ethan had sailed from France on the Daphne Marie. She told him of their arrival at the earl's estate in Hereford, their time in London, and their return to the country. It felt good to talk about Maire, and though it was a false security, it made her feel closer to her missing friend.

      "The last anyone saw of her was when she departed for Peterstow, supposedly to purchase medicinal seeds she couldn't find in Hereford. When her guards returned to say she'd been taken, Ethan spent two months searching, but neither he nor Thomas could find a trace of her or who took her. With nothing left to lose, he jumped to the future to see if we could find something from history..." She stumbled over the words, then tried again. "I know it sounds weird, but Ethan hoped that something that occurred during this timeline might have been written down, and we'd be able to find it in my time." She shook her head. "I've lived it, and it still seems strange."

      She released a sigh and sat back. She hadn't stopped talking once she began, and other than getting her to repeat the story, Sebastian never interrupted. Now that it was all out, she wasn't sure what to do. She assumed she was numb from the events of the last two days, starting when she found Beckworth standing in the kitchen at the inn. Her struggle with him before being tied up, Finn and Ethan rescuing her, Beckworth's capture and surprising escape, and her misfortune of Beckworth discovering the Heart Stone dangling from her necklace. Then zap—the two of them landing two hundred years in the past. And worst of all, arriving in France at a time of war. Numb didn't even begin to cover it.

      When she glanced at Sebastian, he gazed into the fire, but if she had to guess, his thoughts were miles away, hidden behind a solemn poker face. He finally glanced at her and smiled. "I could use another cup of tea." He stood, and for a moment, he appeared more fragile than she'd ever seen him. Had it been a mistake to get him involved again?

      But what other choice did she have?

      "Come drink some tea, child, and I'll tell you what I know of the druid book."

      She jumped up. "Ethan said Maire might have been taken because of that book. What do you know?"

      His eyes twinkled as he held out a hand to the empty chair. "You've haven't touched Sofi's soup. I think you'll like it."

      AJ grumbled at his transparent attempt to get her to eat, but when her stomach growled loudly enough for Sebastian to give her a knowing smile, she complied.

      "Fine." She sipped the soup, grudgingly admitting it was tasty. When she broke off a piece of the remaining bread and pointed it at him, she said, "Now that I'm eating, tell me everything you know. Every time I hear the book mentioned, I get this nagging feeling I should be remembering something."

      He nodded but cautiously changed the topic. "You never mentioned if Ethan ever discovered a link to Maire's whereabouts."

      AJ finished chewing a bite of bread, then washed it down with tea. Henri's bread was as good as she remembered it. She smiled at the monk. "It was your journals."

      "Mine." His shock lifted his eyebrows until they almost touched his hairline.

      "I'll have to tell you about the historians." She thought about it. "Well, maybe I shouldn't. I guess it doesn't matter. But in two hundred years, historians will find part of The Book of Stones and your journals."

      He smiled. "So Ethan was correct to search the future to reveal the past."

      AJ snorted and tore off another piece of bread. "It doesn't get any easier to hear, but yes. You received a letter from Elizabeth Ratliff." She sat up. "Or maybe that hasn't happened yet. What's the date?"

      He placed a hand on hers. "It's mid-February, 1804. I received her letter months ago. I'm aware that Sir Ratliff was killed, and I worry about the fate of the Heart Stone."

      She shrugged. "It must be okay. I still have it, so it must still find its way through the keepers."

      "The keepers?"

      "Just one more thing to share with you, but that will keep for now. Tell me about the book. I assume it's as Ethan said, that it was written by the druid who time-traveled."

      Before Sebastian could say a word, a loud crash sounded from the room next door.

      AJ jumped up. "Beckworth."
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      Beckworth woke with a start, the room stifling, the sweat drenching him. When his vision cleared, he moved an arm and found it bound to the bed. Not tightly. He had some movement, a few inches. His legs were free, for whatever good that did. He glanced around and tried to recall what happened.

      Bits and pieces of images flitted through his aching head. Rushing out of the inn with AJ. Fear of Ethan catching him. The fog returning and the painful white light. Lying in the rain, pain radiating from his shoulder. She'd stabbed him again. He cursed and refocused on his surroundings.

      The room seemed familiar, but after so many years and so many inns, they all did. The hearth blazed with a fire, and the walls were aged. He remembered voices—French. Was it possible he was at the inn near the monastery? He relaxed and sighed with relief. He might be bound, but he was in his own time. Step one accomplished.

      Why was he bound?

      Then he remembered AJ yelling at him. She'd kicked him. Repeatedly. That would explain the pain in his side, but his shoulder hurt worse. He growled. She'd stabbed him again as the fog arrived. It had been a mistake to bring her, and now it was too late.

      He stared at the ceiling. How did she get him to the inn? He snorted. What story had she weaved that would keep him trussed up? Another thought hit him. Murphy's men had stayed at the inn for some time and had probably paid well. Would they remember the little wench? AJ was difficult to forget, but most of the time she'd been dressed like a boy.

      What year was it? Maybe Murphy and Hughes were already here, following behind through the mist.

      Panic set in, and he lifted his head. Mistake. His vision blurred, and nausea clenched his stomach. Then he noticed the tray on the bedside table. A teapot and mug. A bowl. There had been short bursts of wakefulness when someone fed him. A young girl, eyes wide, her hands shaking.

      He remembered AJ. She had run a towel over his head before spoon feeding him. For one awful second, he pictured Edith and then Louise peering down at him, their smiles cloying as they fed him their magical elixirs.

      He must have been delirious, probably suffering from an infection. He remembered the anger in AJ's eyes as she drove the knife into him. After all the months trying to get home, and now that he was close, he'd die in an old French inn tied to a bed.

      A terrible thirst overcame him, and for the first time, he noted something else. Besides his need to quench his parched throat, his stomach ached for sustenance. He reached for the tray, but the rope binding him wasn't long enough for him to grasp the mug. It had taken every bit of energy to raise his arm. He'd never be able to hold a mug without both hands.

      He tried again, his fingers stretching to touch the tray. He grasped the edge and managed to move it an inch before he fell back, trying to catch his breath. A laugh choked out. Even a cup of tea didn't come easy.

      Unwilling to give up, he shifted his body to his right and gained another inch, the mug almost within his reach. He leaned forward, the rope around his wrist digging into his flesh. His hand trembled from the exertion. He smiled when his fingers touched the mug, then it slid as the tray lost its balance and tumbled.

      It clattered to the ground before he could stop it. He fell back on the bed and shouted with frustration.

      A minute later, the door burst open. AJ stared down at him and the tray of broken pottery.

      "Damn it, Beckworth." She knelt to pick up the tray. "Why didn't you just yell for help like the last time?"

      He was too tired to lift his head, but he rolled it to one side to watch her. She wore a simple brown dress, and her hair hung loose. Even in a dowdy gown with shadows under her eyes, she couldn't hide her allure.

      She set the tray and remnants of his last meal on a table by the window.

      "Thirsty." His voice was scratchy. He swallowed, though it was difficult with his dry mouth. "Thirsty."

      She stared at him, one eyebrow raised as she assessed him. Somehow satisfied, she found a mug that hadn't been broken and poured water from a pitcher. She bent over him, the mug near his face. "If you don't lift your head, you'll be wearing most of this. I doubt you'll enjoy lying in wet clothes."

      He obeyed and almost cried when the cool water trickled down his throat. After only a few swallows, she pulled it away.

      "More." His voice sounded stronger.

      She shook her head. "Give it a minute. If you drink too fast, you'll throw it up. You haven't eaten or drank much since we arrived."

      He laid his head back and noticed the older man hovering just inside the door. Beckworth had seen him before but couldn't remember where. The thick, plain robe suggested he was one of the monks from the monastery.

      "Are you ready for more?" AJ brought the mug to his lips, and Beckworth drank as much as she offered.

      "Should I have them bring up another tray?" The monk's words were low and soothing. If he thought it strange for Beckworth to be tied to a bed in an old inn, he gave no sign of it.

      "Maybe a bit of stew and a chunk of bread." AJ returned to the water basin while the monk retrieved the tray. She carried a small basin that she set on the bedside table. "What do you remember?"

      She squeezed out a wet towel and wiped his brow. The cool rag felt good, and he closed his eyes.

      "You stabbed me."

      "And you dragged me back in time with you. I'm not sure I'd call that even."

      He chuckled and opened his eyes. He expected to see anger or loathing. Any sign that reflected her distaste for him, but her expression was void of any emotion. "It seems we are fated to be together."

      She snorted. "Not hardly. It's more like I stepped in something I can't quite scrape off. I wonder what that says about you."

      He smiled as she wiped his face. "Story of my life, I'm afraid." He lifted his arm with whatever slim strength had returned. "Is this necessary?"

      She quirked a brow and smiled. "Absolutely."

      A light knock sounded, and they turned to find a young lad standing in the doorway.

      "Hello, Marcel," AJ cooed. "Do you mind refreshing the water?"

      "No, Miss AJ. Shall I bring more towels? Maybe some food?"

      "The towels would be wonderful. Sebastian is seeing to the food."

      Marcel nodded, grabbed the pitcher and soiled towels before disappearing.

      The two remained in silence until Sebastian returned. Beckworth's mouth watered and his stomach growled as he lifted his head to see what was in the bowl.

      Sebastian gave him a smile that seemed more an apology. "The stew has been watered down. I think it will settle better until you get used to it."

      AJ fed Beckworth like a small child. After several mouthfuls, his stomach protested the greasy meal, and it lurched. He thought he was going to be sick. AJ set the bowl aside and forced him to take two bites of the bread. She then demanded he drink water, even though he was positive it would urge everything back up.

      "Now lay back. Your stomach should be fine. We'll try again after you've slept." She placed the leftover stew by the fire to keep warm then checked his restraints. "You need more rest. You have a slight fever, but it seems under control for now. The shoulder is healing, and unfortunately, it appears you'll be good as new in another day or two."

      She stood over him, and the barest hint of a smile suggested she was pleased with his situation. "I'm in the room next door, and Marcel checks in every hour. Try not to break anything else."

      AJ swept out of the room, but the monk remained. He stared down at Beckworth, a hand rubbing his chin. He fussed with something on the tray, then lifted a mug toward him.

      "I'm sorry to see you in such a state. I've mixed a few herbs to help. Drink this."

      The monk helped Beckworth raise his head to drink. The concoction tasted sweet until a bitter aftertaste made him grimace.

      Sebastian nodded. "It has a bit of an unpleasant bite. You won't notice it for long."

      Beckworth's vision blurred, and the monk split into two separate individuals. The room turned fuzzy.

      "Sleep well."

      Beckworth tried to stay awake, but his lids grew heavy, and then the edges of his vision turned dark as the room faded away.
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        * * *

      

      AJ lifted her head when Sebastian returned. She'd been studying a timepiece she'd discovered in Beckworth's backpack. The watch would be considered vintage even in this time period. "Is he sleeping?"

      The monk chuckled. "Oh, yes. He should sleep through the evening."

      "Are you sure the monastery is the best place?"

      Sebastian settled into a chair by the fire and took the proffered cup of tea from AJ. He wiped his brow and sipped. "After Maire and Ethan left, General Clermont arrived to oversee the running of the monastery. When the conflict with England started, it was assumed he'd remain here because of the port, but within a month, he was called away. He left his second-in-command in charge.

      "Fortunately, with the war, the monastery is no longer of import to Napoleon. Major Frain, who has a fondness for drink, set up lodging at the inn across from the docks. We're on our own, so it won't be difficult to install you in a room below the main floor. With your plain dress, you'll fit in with the staff, and the kitchen and yard should be available to you. Several of the staff remember you with great fondness."

      AJ dropped her gaze. She wondered how fond of her they'd be when they discovered she was keeping a man tied to a bed. Even hidden downstairs, it wouldn't take long for word to spread. The question was how long they would have to stay. "I'm going to need passage to England. Is that possible with the war?"

      The monk scratched his head. "With the troops at the dock, Major Frain believes their mere presence is keeping the smugglers away."

      AJ could understand their position. "That makes sense. What smuggler would sail into a port held by French troops?"

      "Exactly. Yet, the port remains busy, and very little happens other than drunken fights for the troops to break up. However, many of the ships run contraband, but when they arrive at port to take on fresh supplies, they keep their holds empty of illicit cargo."

      AJ snickered. "Smart. Once they have supplies, they stop someplace else for their cargo." She considered her options. "Do you know any of the captains that run the English blockades?"

      Sebastian's grin was the one he saved for when he was planning something. Her spirits rose. "I have a thought or two on that. First, we must leave the inn." He stood and brushed off his robes. "Get some sleep. I have a few arrangements to make but will return before first light. Be ready to leave."

      AJ glanced around the room. Other than Beckworth's backpack and her jeans and shirt, there wasn't much to pack. "I'll be ready."

      After Sebastian left, AJ returned to Beckworth's room and found him fast asleep, spittle at the corners of his mouth. He was going to be hopping mad once he could think clearly. She double-checked his bindings then went downstairs to find Sofi. Since she arrived without her prepared duffel, AJ would need a few things. If she was leaving before the stores opened, she would need help with the shopping.

      Once back in her room, she crawled into bed and turned on her side to watch the fire. She didn't know how Sebastian would get her on a ship, but she had to be ready at a moment's notice. But should she leave? She'd been in France for almost a full day, and she'd hoped Finn and Ethan would have arrived by now. Where were they? Still at Westcliffe? Maybe they jumped to a different time.

      She pushed down her rising panic. The one thing she wouldn't do was become as paralyzed as she'd been the first time Finn had brought her back in time. She had a mission. Find Maire. If she could get to England, she could get to the earl in Hereford. She had money, all she needed was transportation. And above all else, she required protection. She already had several ideas on how to hide her dagger, but another thought occurred to her. The man in the next room. As much as she loathed and distrusted him, they bore a mutual objective—to discover what was happening at Waverly. What would she do about him?
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        * * *

      

      AJ had tossed all night, waking to turbulent thoughts she couldn't quell. Beckworth dragging her out of Westcliffe, the jump, finding herself back at the inn without Finn. Where was he? Sebastian was the only person capable of holding her together when doubts crept in. Unwilling to relive the last twenty-four hours one more time, she dragged herself from bed, added wood to the fire, and curled up on the couch, a thin blanket covering her. She'd concocted a skeleton of a plan the night before. As she stared into the fire, she reworked her idea as Finn did, walking through various scenarios and creating alternatives for the sketchier areas. She eventually dozed until she heard the tapping at the door.

      She opened it cautiously, pleased to see Sebastian. Now that she had a working plan, she was anxious to get to the next step.

      The monk glanced at her makeshift bed on the sofa and the messed bed. "Are you packed?"

      AJ lifted the backpack, where she'd stuffed her jeans and shirt along with Beckworth's original items. She gave the room one last swift glance before following Sebastian to the next room. Two young men stood by the door.

      "This is Tomas and Jules. They'll help with your friend. I've already been in to check on him, and he's still quite groggy." Sebastian opened the door, peered in, then waved for the men to follow.

      AJ moved in behind them and walked straight to the window. She opened it and let the chilled winter air wash over her. The rain had left a clean earthen scent behind, and she sucked it in. She was ready. She could do this.

      By the time she turned back to the room, the men were already moving Beckworth out, one carrying his feet, the other his shoulders, Beckworth's head bent toward his chest, tipped to one side. If he was faking, he was doing a good job of it. Sebastian followed close behind while AJ did a final sweep of the room before shutting the door behind her.

      The smell of Henri's fresh bread made her sorry she hadn't eaten more the night before when she had the chance. The main room was quiet, but a large fire blazed in the hearth. The men carried Beckworth toward the main door, but AJ veered for the kitchen.

      "Henri, are you there?" She stepped hesitantly through the door, not wanting to intrude.

      The squat man appeared from behind another door, probably the pantry, and smiled. "I see you had early visitors."

      AJ stared at the floor, not sure how much this man knew. She also didn't want him getting into trouble with the French troops.

      "Don't worry, Miss AJ. You have safe harbor here. We are a close community, even with the uncouth men that come through our doors. We think the world of Sebastian. And you and Captain Murphy have always been kind."

      "Thank you, Henri. I don't want to be a burden."

      "If you want to see a burden, that French major is all the further you need to go," Sofi responded for her husband, stepping out from the pantry, carrying two flour sacks. "We'd all like to see him gone, but then we might get someone worse." She set the sacks down and crossed herself. "Is your guest gone?"

      "Yes. Sebastian just had him carried out." She smiled at the couple, who continued their chores as they spoke with her.

      Henri pulled a tray of fresh bread from the oven while Sofi stirred a pot of porridge. A slab of bacon sat on the counter,  ready for cooking. AJ could almost smell the cooked bacon while her stomach grumbled. The back door creaked open as Marcel ran in with a basket of eggs, nodded at AJ, and rushed through to the main room.

      "I was wondering if I could ask for another small favor. I have some items I need, but it's too early for the shops. I don't know when I'll be able to get back here. I don't have transportation from the monastery."

      Sofi wiped her hands. "Tell me what you need."

      AJ handed her a list that she'd scratched out before Sebastian arrived.

      Sofi studied the page. "I can send Ella to the mercantile when it opens. Then Marcel can bring it with the other supplies we send to the monastery. Will mid-morning be soon enough?"

      "More than enough. Thank you so much, Sofi." She hugged the woman and kissed her cheek. While Sofi was hugging her back, AJ tucked a small package in the woman's pocket. Sofi would never have accepted the silver necklace if AJ just handed it to her. The necklace would fetch a good price and more than pay for her requested items. The extra money would make a nice addition to what she knew Sebastian must have paid Henri. They'd both done so much for her, not just in the last day, but when she'd been here a year ago. And she was fairly certain this would be the last time she'd ever see them.
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      They traveled an hour west of town to reach the monastery. Sebastian pulled the wagon into the side courtyard. This was the same courtyard where Finn had killed the duke in his own ornate carriage, or so AJ was told. The two lads removed Beckworth from the cart and hustled him inside. Sebastian shuttled AJ through a side door that led to a hall. They took a right, walked through a busy kitchen where inquisitive eyes lowered when she passed, then down a short hall to a door that led to the subbasements.

      The monastery had been built on the edge of a rocky cliff that overlooked the Celtic Sea. The main structure was two stories, but under the monastery, three additional floors had been carved into the stone. The main basement held several small rooms that had been used by the novitiates—those in training before taking their vows—back in the early days of the monastery, before its decline during the Revolution. Anyone who found their way to this floor would assume it to be the lowest floor in the building.

      The lowest two floors were only accessible through secret passages and doorways. While these floors had been widely known three hundred years ago when the monastery had first been built, time and changes in political powers had erased the knowledge of this part of the monastery to only a small handful. Not even the duke had been aware of the passages until one of his men had stumbled upon a hidden door by sheer luck. With the duke and his men dead or returned to England, the passages were once again safely concealed.

      Sebastian settled AJ into a familiar room. She'd only been in it once, for about two seconds. The monk had led Maire and AJ through it the first time he'd popped his head out from behind a bookcase in an upstairs sitting room, taking them down a dark staircase leading to this room. The passageway on this side was also hidden behind a bookcase, although simpler in design and make. The room provided AJ an avenue for either hiding in the staircase or escaping through the upper-level room if she was unable to make her way into the subbasement passages.

      The room held few amenities—a single bed, a table with two chairs, and the bookcase. As soon as Sebastian left to gather more lanterns and linen, she collapsed onto the bed and fell asleep. When she woke, a lantern shone from its perch on the table next to two wrapped packages.

      Being in a room with no window, she had no idea what time it was. She didn't think she'd slept the day away, and since she'd barely eaten the day before, her growling stomach didn't tell her much. After quickly unwrapping the packages to see what Ella had bought for her, she retraced her earlier steps back to the kitchen. She slipped silently through the halls, unsure who she'd run into. When she entered the kitchen, a stout woman, with thick arms and gray hair sticking out of her loose bun, dropped a kettle on the table and smiled.

      "Ah, Miss AJ, Sebastian asked me to keep a tray ready for you."

      Jeanne, the cook who had been hired during the duke's tenure in the monastery, was a no-nonsense woman who seemed to have a strong loyalty to Sebastian. If she thought it strange that Sebastian was keeping a woman and an unconscious man in the basement, she kept it to herself. AJ scanned the tray as she returned to her room. A large pot of tea and food that would last throughout the day. At least she wouldn't starve. She had a busy day planned.

      She began by sorting out Ella's purchases, first laying out one muddy-brown dress and one the color of dark jade. They weren't fine enough to wear to Waverly, but they were more than a servant would wear. The rest of the items included a pair of pants sized for a young man, a small shirt, an overcoat, a hat, shoes and underclothes, a small bolt of fabric, and a sewing kit. The last item was a canvas bag for traveling.

      When she opened the bag, AJ discovered a package of bread, cheese, dried meat, sweet treats, and a skin of wine. Sofi's way of saying she'd found the gift AJ had left her. She laughed. They all seemed to be fattening her up. She placed the food back in the canvas bag. It would store well in the basement's cool temperature. Hopefully, she wouldn't find herself hiding in the dank hidden staircase with nothing but her bag of food and wine to keep her company while French troops scoured the basement.

      Returning to the clothes, she tried on the shoes. They fit reasonably well and were functional. Next, she reviewed all the underclothes, deemed them satisfactory, and set them all aside with the shoes except for the chemise, which she laid on the bed. She tried on the shirt. The shoulders hung an inch beyond her own, and the sleeves were too long but could be rolled up. She folded the shirt and placed it with the undergarments.

      The pants were loose but manageable and would hide the fact she was a woman. They were laid next to the chemise on the bed. The dresses didn't fit any better than the one she wore. The bodice fit well enough, but the sleeves were too short and the hem too high. There wasn't anything she could do about that, and it wasn't as if she were going to any parties. They only needed to be passable. If necessary, she could find some boots that might distract from the short hemline.

      Once the main table was cleared, she laid out the bolt of muslin. Using shears that Jeanne had lent her, she began cutting the fabric. For the next few hours, she sewed the fabric into six pouches of various sizes. After careful consideration, she stripped ribbon from one of the dresses to use as a drawstring for each pouch. By the time she'd finished the pouches, her neck ached, her eyes were crossed from staring at stitches in the dim light, and her fingers smarted from where she kept poking them. Sewing didn't run in the family, but as she munched on her leftover breakfast and washed it down with cold tea, she reviewed her handiwork. The edges looked horrible, but they were strong enough for their purpose.

      Sebastian brought a fresh pot of tea in the afternoon. When he advised her that Beckworth was resting comfortably, she'd been so busy fussing with her mediocre sewing that she'd simply snorted at the monk's news. She barely noticed him close the door quietly behind him.

      Her afternoon was spent tacking the pouches into the clothing so they were strong enough to hold but easy enough to cut or rip out in an emergency. The larger pouches would hide her dagger and were sewn behind the pockets of the pants and dresses. She slit a small hole in each pocket so she could reach the pouches without too much hand movement. The smaller pouches were sewn into the chemise and dresses. She touched the necklace around her neck. Before she left the monastery, she would tuck the necklace, strung with the Heart Stone and her wedding ring, into one of the small pouches. She would move the necklace whenever she changed clothing. The dagger and necklace would never leave her person. Not willingly.

      At the end of the day, Sebastian returned.

      "Dare I ask what all the sewing was about?" He'd brought a tray of roasted pork, potatoes with onions and herbs, cabbage, and fresh bread. He laid out the plates and cups while AJ poured wine from a jug.

      "I made secret pouches for some valuables I don't want to lose. I don't know if they'll work, but it was the only thing I could think of." AJ savored a slice of pork, then licked the juice from her fingers. She'd barely touched the food from her morning tray and was starving.

      Sebastian shook his head. "Very smart indeed." He chewed a bite of bread and studied her thoughtfully. "I think one more evening of a sleeping potion, and then Beckworth needs to get on his feet."

      AJ picked at the cabbage. "Is he well enough?"

      He nodded. "The shoulder will hurt for several days, but it's healed enough. There's no sign of infection." He hesitated as she pondered his statement.

      When she looked up, her brow rose. "What else?"

      "We should untie him. He'll stay locked in the room. I have two men who would be happy to guard his door. He needs to regain his strength."

      AJ sighed and finished a few bites before glancing up at Sebastian. "He's dangerous."

      The monk nodded. "And he wants to get to England."

      "About that. What are your thoughts? I imagine it won't be easy getting two English people past the blockade."

      "I've been considering your options." He tapped his fingers on the table in between tiny sips of wine. "After dinner, I want to show you something. Then you can make up your mind how quickly you need to get to England."

      She wasn't sure she liked the sound of his cryptic statement. He knew she had to return to England. It wasn't until after he'd left to finish some monastery business that she began to worry. The last thing she needed was Sebastian trying to talk her out of her plans.
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        * * *

      

      Beckworth raised his head, waited for his vision to clear, then scanned the room. He was still tied down. He'd tested his range of freedom when he'd woken earlier, still groggy and weak, but had been unable to keep his eyes open. His mind was clearer now, enough to notice that his accommodations had changed. The bed was harder than the last one, there were no windows, and it smelled of mildew. None were good signs.

      He wasn't at the inn anymore.

      Except it was still the monk who fed him and forced him to drink the drugged tea. The tea must have been a sleeping potion. It was the only thing that made sense with his inability to keep track of time. Yet, he grudgingly admitted he felt better than he had since arriving in the fog. His shoulder still ached, but it was more a dull throb. And though he hated to admit it, even if he hadn't been tied down, he didn't have the strength to roll over.

      He took a deep breath and caught the slightest hint of salt in the dampness. They were close to the sea. If he had to guess, he'd bet they'd brought him to the monastery.

      He closed his eyes when the door opened. He peered at his guest through slitted eyes and recognized the monk. He carried a tray that probably held another bowl of soup and a mug of tea. But as the tray grew closer, he swore he could smell savory meat. The tray was placed on the table next to his bed, and Sebastian pulled a chair over.

      "You can open your eyes. I know you're awake." Sebastian placed a napkin across Beckworth's chest. "I have some stew for you. I think it's time to eat something more substantial to gain strength."

      Beckworth chuckled as he struggled with his restraints to a more upright position. He grimaced at the stab of pain in his shoulder. "I thought you wanted me weak." His voice came out gravelly, and he coughed to clear the phlegm. "I'll be less trouble."

      The monk laughed, which surprised Beckworth. All the time he'd been in the monastery with the duke, Beckworth hadn't seen much of the quiet monk.

      "We need you healed as quickly as possible, and you required rest. From what AJ tells me, the transport through the fog takes the strength out of the healthiest of people." Sebastian shrugged as he stirred the bowl of stew and handed it to Beckworth. "That knife wound took quite a bit out of you."

      Beckworth set the bowl in his lap, and with a shaky hand, slurped the first spoonful, surprised at how good it tasted. The simple effort drained what little strength he had, and he rested his head against the wall. "The woman keeps stabbing me."

      Sebastian raised a brow while he poured a cup of tea from a small teapot. "I admit, I haven't heard your side of the story, but have you considered that your actions may have warranted some reprisal?"

      He snickered as he worked another spoonful of stew in his mouth, sloshing meaty juice onto the napkin. "I try not to analyze my actions. What's done is done."

      "There you have it. Without proper reflection on past actions, it's impossible to recognize the correct path forward." He handed the mug to Beckworth.

      When he didn't take it, Sebastian set it down and waited for him to take another few swallows of stew. Then, with some pitiful resistance, took the bowl away.

      "I wasn't finished."

      "Let that settle. It's been a couple of days since you've had solid food. You can have more after you drink some tea."

      "With more sleeping potion? I don't think so."

      The monk pulled his chair closer to the bed. "Let's consider your situation. You're an Englishman in France. France is at war with England."

      Beckworth opened and closed his mouth, then nodded.

      "The year is 1804. The month is February. You've been injured and can barely move. Do you understand?"

      "I've been gone almost two years." He'd ignored everything Murphy and Hughes had mentioned about the timeline. He hadn't cared; his only focus had been on getting home. He was weak as a drowned rat and without a schilling. His gaze flickered around the room. "I had a pack with me."

      The monk smiled. "That must be the pack AJ keeps with her."

      Beckworth closed his eyes and dropped his head into the pillow. Damn that woman. "I have no funds and no way to get to England."

      "Now you're beginning to understand the full weight of your predicament." When he offered Beckworth the mug again, he took it.

      "So how long do you plan on keeping me drugged and compliant?" He sipped the tea, which smelled of mint, but there was an earthy aftertaste. Valerian root mixed with some type of mint and a bit of honey. At least he was familiar with the effects.

      Sebastian patted his arm. "One more evening of the tea. You'll need to regain your strength. In the morning, we'll remove your restraints so you can take a few steps. I'll warn you now, it will take some time before you'll have full mobility in your arm."

      "You want me to gain my strength?"

      "I may just be a monk, but I have many duties and can't keep nursing you."

      Beckworth ate his stew and drank his tea as he considered his situation. He needed to get to England. He was forgetting something. Murphy and Hughes had been ranting about something while they beat him. What was it? Maire. Something about her being kidnapped again. That would mean AJ would want to get to England. He groaned. Would he be forever plagued by her?

      Once he finished eating the stew, his stomach gurgled, but he felt better. The tea was already having an effect, so he meekly settled back down as the monk picked up the tray.

      "You should have a peaceful sleep. We'll discuss your situation in the morning."

      Before he lost consciousness, Beckworth returned to his earlier thoughts. Maire was missing. When had Hughes returned to the future? Hughes had been here with Maire when he'd been caught in the fog with Murphy and AJ. Had Ethan traveled to the future because Maire had gone missing? What would that accomplish? Unless he wanted to bring Murphy back to hunt for her. He snorted. Maire probably just wanted to get away from the insufferable bore.

      His eyes drooped. If AJ wanted to get to England, that was a good thing, right? His thoughts grew fuzzy, yet something else nagged. Why would someone kidnap Maire if the duke was dead? If only he could get his thoughts in order, but the monk's tea was working faster than he expected. Her disappearance must have something to do with those damned stones. Everything came back to them, and he wished, not for the first time, he'd never heard of them.

      Another thought, darker than the rest, flitted across his groggy consciousness. Dugan had gotten away from the battle at the monastery. If Beckworth wasn't already pale from his injury, the color would have surely drained from his face at his next thought. There was a slim possibility. No. Dugan wouldn't do that, or had the duke set something in motion before his death? Dugan was fanatically loyal to the duke's family. Well, most of them. His ugly laugh was no more than a puff of air and spittle on his lips. If Dugan had fled to Austria, then the game had definitely changed.
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      AJ stretched her muscles, closed Maire's journal, and stared out the window to the sea beyond. She'd missed a day of fresh air while bent over her sewing. AJ had watched Maire perform minor mending while they'd gotten to know each other at Waverly, and she'd been the inspiration for AJ's pouches. Maire's luggage had hidden compartments everywhere, and AJ had watched Maire repair one. She laughed. She'd even watched Finn mend the sails.

      The laughter died, and a deep, mournful ache filled her. Where are you? It had been over a day since she'd arrived and not a word from him or Ethan. They would have followed, but where—and when—had they landed? The urge to reach for her cell phone added to her deep frustration. She would have to renew her patience for the slow communication in this century.

      She ran a hand through her hair. Unable to cope with wondering where her husband was, she stood and gazed around the small chamber. Sebastian had left her there to read while he finished other business. She brushed her fingers over her dress. Without reaching into the pocket, she couldn't feel the Heart Stone or her wedding ring through the thickness of the fabric, but it calmed her to know they were close.

      Sebastian had given her Maire's journal to read. She hadn't learned anything new about The Book of Stones. However, there were several portions of text that caught her attention. AJ confirmed her suspicion that Maire
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