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Prologue
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“She is born.” 

The Guardian Cael sank onto the closest bench. She never sat in the presence of an Elder, but her legs would no longer support her.

Rather than reprimand her, the Elder sat beside her on the bench, and to Cael’s shock, slipped her arm around Cael’s shoulder.

“Is she well?”

“Yes. I was able to assist the male in getting to the female in time. The Essence appeared confused and frightened, though she now feels safer. She has shielded the planet.”

“Shielded?”

“The Malveks can no longer affect anyone with their ‘mind talkers’. The mother’s mind is now clear of their interference. I should have seen what was happening to the mother and advised the Essence. She is so strong and untrained. She distanced me from the circumstances.”

“Rest, my child.” The Elder drew Cael’s head down to her shoulder. “You have done all you can for now.”

Cael closed her eyes. The Elder was right.

The Essence was safe for now.
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Chapter One
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Outside Braddock’s Crossing

“We’ll transport her. You can meet us there.” The ambulance driver must be talking to Sherry because no way Dusty would allow them to separate him from Dee now. No way in hell.

Sherry placed the tiny new person—my daughter—in his arms. “You go with them. I’ll bring your car.”

Dusty thought he nodded. He meant to, and Sherry surely understood. They waited as Dee was loaded into the ambulance, then Dusty scrambled up behind her, the baby clasped tight against his chest. Dee watched for him and seemed to relax a tiny bit at the sight.

He took the jump seat beside her and laced his fingers with hers. She gave him a tired smile and closed her eyes, squeezing his fingers slightly in reassurance. She still trembled occasionally, and he kept a firm hold on her as well as the baby.

He’d never been so scared in his life. Time travel hadn’t been this frightening. Dee could have died. The baby could...

No, don’t go there.

With Dee resting, Dusty gazed down at the infant he held against him. She looked like a tightly wrapped burrito, with only her face showing. He couldn’t count fingers and toes, but she possessed two eyes, two ears, a nose and a tiny bow of a mouth, which no longer screamed in fury. Her head was covered in red fuzz. Or was it blood? Dusty shuddered involuntarily. No, she would have Dee’s red hair.

Her head fit easily into the palm of his hand and her body, less than the length of his forearm, lay guarded between his arm and his chest. He’d learned how to hold a newborn in the childbirth classes.

While attending those classes, it never crossed his mind he’d be quite so involved in the birth. The freaking back seat of Dee’s car. What if he had left Sherry behind? Another shiver coursed through his body.

“Here, drink this.” The med tech held out a small container.

“What is it?”

“A mild stimulant. You look like you could use it.”

Dusty took in the sight of his daughter, then his hand holding tight to his wife, and shrugged. He wasn’t about to let go of either of them.

The med tech chuckled. Sticking a straw in the container, he held it to Dusty’s lips. “Here you go.”

“Thanks.” He finished the drink with three long pulls on the straw and did feel better. Not himself yet, only a bit clearer. “I didn’t think to ask. Where are we headed? What’s the nearest hospital?”

“Oh, sorry. We’re headed to Braddock’s Crossing Memorial Hospital,” the tech replied.

Braddock’s Crossing, of course. Dusty couldn’t even be surprised. He hadn’t realized they’d traveled so far. The name no longer startled him. He and Dee would no doubt end up retired here someday. This place was as much home as anywhere else he’d lived.

He glanced back to his child. Her eyes were open, focused on him. Could she see him? He moved her closer to his face.

“Hi, I’m your dad.”

She blinked at him, accepting the statement as though royalty acknowledging a vow of fealty.

A good analogy, since she already owned him, the same as her mother. His women to guard, protect, and love.

Realizing he heard no siren, Dusty considered it a good sign. In the minds of the EMTs, no danger was imminent for these patients. That’s not it. Ambulances didn’t install such sirens anymore. When they approached an intersection, all other vehicle engines scaled back, giving the ambulance automatic right of way. Even on manual, as he drove like a bat out of hell to get to Dee, his car would have slowed. How had he not run into any problems like that?

I’ll think about it later.

He’d made it to Dee in time. There was no way to know his timing would be quite so important. He closed his eyes briefly in relief.

When he opened them again, his daughter seemed to be observing him. This new miniature person stared as though she knew his thoughts. He glanced up at Dee to find her watching the two of them.

“You should be resting.”

“I am. Dusty, I’m so sorry—”

“Shh, we can talk later, when we’re more coherent.”

Her quick smile matched his own. He winked at her as she chuckled.

“Besides,” he added, “I haven’t gotten a chance to drive like that in a long time.”

“Drive like what?”

“I’ll tell you later. We’re almost at the hospital.”

“What hospital?”

“Braddock’s Crossing Memorial.”

Her eyes widened, then like him, she only nodded.
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Exhaustion covered Dee like a weight. Well, she’d just had a baby. The total confusion in her mind only added to the exhaustion. She was in an ambulance, and she’d given birth in her car, with Sherry and Dusty in attendance.

A lot of things made no sense. Dusty would never drive her this far. Traveling all the way to Braddock’s Crossing so late in her pregnancy was out of the question. And how had Sherry gotten here?

More importantly, how had she gotten here?

Dee ached in places she’d never felt before. No surprise, considering, but why were there such holes in her memory?

Their baby was here, in Dusty’s arms. Safe.

Braddock’s Crossing. She and Dusty had exchanged silent glances at the name, another thing to add to the mystery of their relationship.

She focused on Dusty and the precious life he held against him. They were both so dear to her already and she’d barely met her daughter.

Dusty cooed at the baby. When had he learned to coo? He already appeared to be besotted, more than a little gobsmacked, and more the worse for wear. He’d been through this with her, for her—

And when Dee could think straight again, she’d ask him to explain everything that happened.

What had happened?
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Chapter Two
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Braddock’s Crossing Memorial Hospital

She didn’t know where she was.

Exhausted, she must have fallen asleep in this new untried and so far, inconvenient body. The fatigue she felt, unfamiliar and unwelcome, still lingered. Birth was so much more traumatic than she’d anticipated.

Pain and fear assailed her along with other new sensations of the unknown. She didn’t like these new senses.

The large person who held her close was gone, and she lay alone under bright lights. Odors seemed to bombard her as she tried to recall if she’d ever possessed—or needed—a sense of smell prior to this. Her ears hurt, too, from the constant cacophony surrounding her. And she was...cold. Was that the right word?

With so many awful challenges to face all at once, she experienced her first taste of what she realized was fear.

A strange voice spoke. “Six pounds, two ounces. She’s small but mighty.”

“The force is definitely with her.” The second voice, deeper than the first, seemed familiar.

She relaxed, just a bit.

“Excuse me?”

“Never mind.”

Something warm and wet wiped across her head and her body. What was happening?

“It’s okay, baby girl.” That voice...The person who held her close had returned. She knew the voice from before she came to ‘be’. It soothed her, and the awful noise cut off. Had that obnoxiousness come from her?

Something large and warm covered most of her body, skin on skin. She thought it might be part of the large one who called himself Daddy. From her studies, she deciphered it as a hand.

“I’m right here, sweetheart. And after they check you out, I’ll take you to your mom.” His voice sounded soft, almost a whisper. She recognized the tone if not all of the words. And was that the emotion love the humans thought about so often?

She would also be considered human now, at least in form.

“I’m your daddy, remember? It’s my job to protect you, and I promise to do my best. I might make mistakes, but only because I’m trying too hard, okay?”

“You can take her to your wife’s room now, Mr. Williams. The nursing coach will meet you there.”

The large presence moved away slightly, though the warmth remained for another moment. A fabric of some kind replaced the warm hand, then movement.

She possessed vision of a sort now. It wasn’t clear, which was irritating, and colors sped past her rapidly. Were humans cursed with such poor sight? And why couldn’t she focus or understand? Humans endured many inadequacies in these areas. This had better not last too long.

Whatever transported her stopped and those large warm hands closed around her, lifting her. He pressed her to him for a moment, then other, smaller hands were on her and a voice more familiar crooned in her ear.

“Hello baby girl.”
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Dee folded her daughter into her arms and felt the love wash over and take her under. She’d heard that would happen. The reality was so much more intense than she’d ever imagined. She shoved her continuing confusion aside for now. There would be time to sort everything out. The baby was here and safe, thanks to Dusty and of course, Sherry. Dee had a lot of questions, but that fact was the only thing that truly mattered.

Our baby girl.

What would they tell her in the future about how she came to be, how her parents met and fell in love? It would make a better story than any fairy tale, more adventure than any princess worthy of the title.

Even to the dramatic rescue at the end.

Braddock’s Crossing. Dee’s thoughts went back to that puzzle for an instant. Why here? It must be shock. She searched her mind, finding no memory of the trip. And why had she traveled at all? It was too late in her pregnancy for such a journey.

Obviously.

She’d been at home, that much she remembered. Dusty planned to go to Atlanta with Leonard. No, what she remembered must have been some time ago. She hadn’t been due at the time. And the baby was full term and healthy.

So, what had happened in the meantime?
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Chapter Three
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Dusty watched as Sherry and Dee cooed over the baby. He was only a step away, but it felt too far. How could he ever repay Sherry for what she’d done for them? As far as he was concerned, Sherry had cemented her place in their family, godmother at the very least.

With the euphoria of the birth behind them, what niggled most at the back of his mind—why had it been necessary?

He pushed the thought aside. Now was for celebrating. Both Dee and the baby were healthy and safe.

A tap sounded on the door and Leonard stuck his head in. “Is this a good time?”

Leonard? “Sure.” Dusty motioned Leonard to join them.

Had Sherry contacted him? Dusty hadn’t thought to. Once he’d sped from the apartment, he hadn’t given Leonard a second thought. Sherry must have told him where they were, and that Dee and the baby were okay. Had they been here long enough for him to arrive from D.C.? Obviously so. Time seemed compressed somehow.

Why did it always come back to time?

He’d met Dee in a bar neither had visited before the night both were inexplicably drawn to it, connected in basically a hook-up, and the next morning became time travelers. It sounded simple when stated like that, or maybe the beginning of a dirty limerick. In truth, nothing about their meeting was simple.

Neither Sherry, who worked with Dee at the trauma center, nor Leonard, Dusty’s supervisor, knew or understood how he and Dee became so close in such a short time. They had no idea Dusty and Dee spent months together in the past, in 1891, learning about one another, instituting change, and falling in love.

Only Dee’s father and his own were privy to those important facts. Only they knew of the myriad changes brought on by that side trip into the past. They both still grappled with it. There was no need to impose the burden on anyone else.

Besides, a padded room wasn’t something Dusty aspired to.

Now Leonard entered carrying Dee’s small suitcase and a baby carrier. He dropped those by the door and met Sherry’s eyes. “How is everyone?” He took a peek at the bundle in Sherry’s arms.

“Have a look.” Sherry turned to him and placed the infant in his arms.

Dusty almost protested before remembering Leonard had worked at a daycare when younger. Almost everyone did these days, now that daycares were a normal part of every business following their visit to the past. Leonard no doubt knew more about holding babies than Dusty.

“Are you finally going to let us know her name?” Leonard speared Dusty with a pointed gaze.

“Oh, yeah. Please meet Erica Dawn Williams. Erica means eternal ruler, forever strong. She earned it today.”

Leonard chuckled. “I guess she did. How about you, Dee?”

“I’m getting there. The last few hours are...hazy.”

“No doubt. When do you think you can come home?”

“Probably in a few hours,” she said, her eyes on the baby in his arms.

Dusty blinked at Sherry in alarm.

“I wouldn’t count on it,” Sherry said smoothly. “Give yourself some time.”

“I need to be home.”

“Yes, but do you want to ride in a car for several hours right now and with a newborn? Would you let a patient of yours be discharged so quickly under the circumstances?”

Dee scowled at Sherry a moment, then sighed. “Soon, though.”

“Yes, soon, probably not before tomorrow afternoon.”

“Sherry, how are you getting home?” Dusty finally thought to ask.

“Leonard.” Sherry smiled over at him. “A two-birds kind of thing. I figured Dee would want some of her stuff, and there was no car seat in your car. You can install yours when they bring Dee’s car back.”

“Back?” Dusty echoed.

“I sent it to be cleaned for you.”

“Oh, thanks.”

“It’s going to be a great story to tell your little girl in a few years. Maybe by then I’ll have quit shaking from your driving.” She leveled a look on him.

“Hey, I didn’t have any problems.”

“Yeah, let’s not do it again, ever. How fast were you going?”

Dusty shrugged; there was nothing else he could have done. “I saw it hit a hundred-ten once.”

“Are you fuc—are you kidding me?” Leonard asked.

“I was in a hurry.”

“No shit.” Leonard cringed slightly at his language. Dusty understood. Why hadn’t he been pulled for his actions or his car disabled from the traffic computer? He wasn’t complaining, but damn...

With a lengthy drive back, Sherry and Leonard didn’t stay long, which Dusty appreciated. He and his new family needed time together to bond.

Both sorry and pleased to see them leave, Dusty resumed his seat. Those two had become good friends, as good as Marcus and Elizabeth were in 1891.

Now exhaustion took him as the adrenalin dissipated, and he wanted alone time with his women.
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No longer able to keep her eyes open, Dee let go of the fight. Dusty would watch over Erica.

To Dusty’s chuckles, she had nursed the baby successfully, Erica more than eager to participate in the process.

Exhaustion from giving birth made sense, although this felt like more, as though her body wanted or needed to catch up on all the sleep she’d missed over those last few months. She felt safe to do so now, as strange as it sounded.

No, that could be added to the list of things she would think about later. She allowed a restful, dreamless sleep to pull her under.
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Chapter Four


[image: ]


Washington, D.C.

Dusty knew this trip home should be a time of joy. His wife and daughter were healthy and safe. However now, the circumstances were beginning to intrude on his elation. Dee had put herself and Erica in extreme danger, and he still didn’t know why.

He’d asked for Erica to remain in the room with them. That way he could keep an eye on both of them and ensure they were where they should be.

He had purposely not brought the subject up while in the hospital. That time was spent bonding with Erica. He lamented his strategy now. They should’ve talked it out, but they hadn’t. His emotions were still too raw, too close to the surface, his fear still with him. As well as a growing anger he wouldn’t be able to keep pushing aside forever.

If Dee needed help, he would get it for her. Her father was a psychologist. Ben would be able to recommend someone. Of course, that would lead to more secrets. No therapist could be told about their time traveling to 1891. They wouldn’t be believed in any case.

It was enough their two fathers knew of their journey into the past. Ben and Evan were probably a few too many, but they’d had to explain their relationship to her father. At Dusty’s first meeting with her father, Ben learned of the pregnancy and in this timeline, the two of them had only been seeing one another for less than two weeks. Only the months spent in the past could explain their close relationship.

Their closeness wasn’t helping now. Something had happened to cause Dee to run from him, from their home, at such a critical time. Dusty hadn’t found the courage yet to ask what.

Would he ever?
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Dee felt Dusty’s distance grow as they approached home, and her mood sank lower. The euphoria of Erica’s birth and safety waned as reality set in. Dusty avoided talking to her. This distance between them needed to be fixed, but she still had no idea herself what happened, though she didn’t know how to admit it.

No one could say why she was in Braddock’s Crossing. Obviously, Dee had driven herself, regardless that it wasn’t something she would ever do. It would have been deemed too dangerous.

Well duh, I gave birth in my car.

She needed to know why, but Dusty had set an emotional barrier between them, and who else could she ask?

Dusty disengaged the car seat to carry Erica inside. When he also took her arm, she thought she felt a slight hesitation there. He settled her on the couch and placed the carrier on the coffee table.

Although glad to be home, the peace she’d always found here with Dusty felt distant now. She should say something, but everything sounded stupid in her head. Dusty wasn’t helping. He wouldn’t meet her eyes, instead watching the baby.

“I should change her and get her settled.” Dee began to rise.

“I’ll do it.” Dusty deftly extracted the baby from the carrier with more competence and confidence than Dee would have believed and left the room.

Rather than joy, despair flooded her. Dusty was angry. She could feel it coming off him in waves though she could tell he tried to hide it. And he had every right to that anger. She and she alone had put their daughter, and herself, in grave danger.

Why?
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Chapter Five
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When Dusty returned to the living room without Erica, Dee glanced past him to the door of the nursery. “She didn’t wake up, so I put her down. She’s in the tilt thing and seems content.” He sat the monitor on the table beside the carrier. The video of their daughter, sleeping peacefully in her new crib, came through clear and crisp.

“Thank you.” The words were inadequate for what she felt, but she couldn’t seem to find any better.

“You should probably go rest too. She’ll want feeding in an hour or so.”

“Dusty...”

He shook his head, cutting off the communication. Dee wanted to curl in on herself. On one hand, he was right. What happened needed to be talked about, but she wasn’t ready for it, physically or emotionally. Dusty seemed willing to give both of them time.

She couldn’t wait too long.

Rising from the couch, she smiled at him, then headed for their bedroom. Her body needed rest, in their bed, where she was safe.
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Watching her go, Dusty was caught between wanting to pull her back and have this out with her and fearing what such a confrontation might unleash in him.

Dee wasn’t physically ready for such a discussion. He wasn’t entirely sure he could handle it now. He couldn’t allow himself to lash out at her, and he greatly feared that’s what would happen. He needed to get himself under control first.

What he could do was finally call their families. They’d decided to wait until they were home. Explaining why she gave birth in Braddock’s Crossing would be difficult, much less that it occurred in her car. Maybe the whole location thing should be left out for now. Her frantic run wasn’t something he ever planned to bring up with either of their fathers. Let them draw their own conclusions about the location if they found out.

Dusty had good news to impart. Now he needed to sound like it.

He called Ben first and was put through immediately.

“Dusty? Is everyone okay?”

“Everyone is great, Ben. Or should I say, Grandpa?”

“They’re good.” It wasn’t quite a question.

“Yes, we’re home. Dee’s sleeping now. She’ll call you when she wakes up. Erica’s asleep too. I think she’ll have red hair.”

“Dusty...”

“I know. For the record, she weighs six pounds two ounces, seventeen inches long. I figure we’ll be seeing you in the next couple of days and you can see for yourself.”

“You better believe it. Have you talked to Evan?”

“He’s out of the country. I’m calling him next. Screw time zones.”

“Meredith?”

“I may wait and let Dee call her.” The thoughts of a conversation with his mother-in-law was not what he needed right now.

Ben’s chuckle caused an answering smile on Dusty’s face. “Smart move. I’ll let you call Evan. Give my girls a kiss for me, okay?”

“Will do and I’ll have Dee call you shortly.”

The conversation with his father went as smoothly, and Dusty relaxed back on the couch. Fortunately, neither father wanted any gruesome details. Meredith might, in which case Dee would have to handle her.

Should he check on Dee and Erica? He didn’t want to wake either, but the need to see them with his own eyes, not through a monitor, and safe in their own beds, overcame him.

Dusty tiptoed to the nursery. It didn’t appear that Erica had stirred, sleeping peacefully in her burrito outfit. He’d have to unwrap her and let her stretch soon. He wouldn’t appreciate such restrictions, however she didn’t seem to mind.

His smile faded as he stood at the door to their bedroom. Dee’s sleep wasn’t as peaceful, and he feared disturbing her. Backing away silently, his anger easily overcame his guilt.

He wasn’t the one to cause this rift between them. He hadn’t driven off, manually shutting down all safety devices. Damn it, he could think of no reason for her to run away from him. Dusty would have sworn things were good between them.

He needed to get his act together.
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