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  Chapter one
The First Jump: Speakeasy Shadows


Catalina Loren sat cross-legged on the worn rug of her Indianapolis apartment, the glow of her laptop screen the only light cutting through the darkness past midnight. Stacks of yellowed documents and leather-bound histories surrounded her like sentinels, the faint scent of old paper and coffee grounds thick in the air. Her shoulder-length auburn hair was twisted into a loose knot at the nape of her neck, a few strands escaping to brush her sharp cheekbones. The practical cream blouse she wore was unbuttoned at the collar, revealing a hint of collarbone, while her slim pencil skirt rode up slightly on her athletic thighs from hours of restless shifting. As a historian, she thrived on these late-night sessions, chasing the threads of forgotten eras with analytical precision. Yet tonight, something restless stirred beneath her focused mind, a secret pull toward adventure she rarely indulged. 
Among the artifacts scattered across her coffee table was the antique pocket watch. It had arrived that afternoon in a battered crate from an estate sale in Chicago, mislabeled as a simple Victorian timepiece. Catalina picked it up now, turning it over in her slender fingers. The casing was cool brass etched with intricate vines, heavier than it looked, and the face bore no numbers, only swirling patterns that seemed to shift under the lamplight. She traced the winding stem with her thumb, her green eyes narrowing in scholarly curiosity. "What secrets are you hiding?" she murmured to herself, the words echoing in the quiet room.
Her research had centered on temporal anomalies in the 1920s, Prohibition-era disappearances that defied explanation. The watch felt connected somehow, though she could not yet say why. She wound it experimentally, the mechanism clicking with a soft, resonant tick that vibrated up her arm. The hands spun wildly, faster than any normal clock, and a low hum filled the air, like distant jazz notes distorted through time. Catalina's breath caught as warmth spread from the watch into her palm, then up her wrist. Her pulse quickened. She tried to set it down, but her fingers clung to it as if magnetized.
The room blurred. Papers fluttered without wind. Her apartment dissolved in a rush of vertigo, the hum rising to a roar. Catalina gasped, clutching the watch tighter, her body weightless for a heartbeat before solid ground slammed back under her sensible heels. Smoke and the tang of gin and cigarettes assaulted her senses. She stood in the middle of a crowded room bathed in low amber light from brass sconces, the walls paneled in dark wood and hung with heavy velvet drapes. A speakeasy. The 1920s. Live jazz pulsed from a corner band, saxophone and piano weaving a sultry rhythm, while flappers in beaded dresses and men in sharp suits danced and laughed around her.
Catalina's heart hammered. She smoothed her blouse, realizing with a jolt that her modern clothes had shifted slightly, the fabric softening into something more era-appropriate, though still distinctly hers. The watch remained warm in her hand, now ticking steadily. She slipped it into her skirt pocket, mind racing with analytical questions. How? Why here? But the analytical edge frayed as the crowd pressed close, bodies moving in time with the music.
Then she saw him. Across the room, leaning against the bar with a glass of something amber in his hand, was Malich Harmon. Tall and broad-shouldered, his dark wavy hair swept back from a chiseled jaw, intense brown eyes locking onto hers with immediate recognition. He wore a crisp three-piece suit, the vest hugging his powerful chest, a faint scar tracing one cheek that only sharpened his roguish edge. Catalina froze. The noise faded. His gaze burned, possessive and magnetic, as if her soul had brushed his across centuries she did not yet understand.
He pushed off the bar and crossed the floor in easy strides, the crowd parting for him. "You look lost, doll," he said, voice smooth with 1920s slang, low and commanding. A faint smile curved his lips, but his eyes devoured her. "Name's Malich. And you don't belong in that getup."
Catalina's lips parted, her academic poise faltering under the heat of his presence. "Catalina," she managed, voice breathy. "Dr. Catalina Loren. I... I don't know how I got here."
Malich chuckled, a sound that vibrated through her. He took her hand without asking, his palm callused and warm, and pulled her toward the dance floor. "Don't matter how. You're here now. Dance with me."
She should have resisted, should have demanded answers about the watch, but his touch ignited something suppressed and hungry. The music swelled into a slow, grinding jazz number, and he drew her close, one hand splaying at the small of her back, the other clasping her fingers. Their bodies aligned, her slender frame fitting against his broad chest. Heat radiated between them. Catalina felt every shift of muscle beneath his suit, the press of his thigh against hers as they swayed.
"You feel it too," Malich murmured against her ear, his breath hot. "Like we've done this before. Like I know every inch of you already." His fingers flexed at her back, pulling her tighter until her breasts brushed his chest with each step. Catalina's skin prickled, nipples tightening against the thin fabric of her blouse. She tilted her head back to meet his gaze again, green eyes wide with building desire and confusion.
The dance grew heated. His lead was firm, guiding her hips in a rhythm that mimicked something far more intimate. Her skirt whispered against his trousers. Sweat beaded at her temples from the smoky air and the rising tension. Malich's eyes darkened, his grip possessive. "Come with me," he said, not a request. He steered her through the press of dancers toward a shadowed hallway at the rear of the speakeasy.
The back room was small and private, lit by a single flickering bulb, the door clicking shut behind them to muffle the music. Malich pressed her against the wall in one fluid motion, his body caging hers. "Tell me to stop if you want," he growled, though his tone left no doubt he knew she wouldn't. His mouth claimed hers, hard and demanding, tongue sweeping in to taste her. Catalina moaned into the kiss, hands fisting in his lapels, pulling him closer. The kiss deepened, wet and urgent, his teeth grazing her lower lip before soothing it with a slow suck.
His hands roamed, one cupping her breast through the blouse, thumb circling her nipple until she arched. The other slid down to grip her hip, hiking her skirt enough for his thigh to press between her legs. Catalina gasped, grinding instinctively against the hard muscle, heat pooling low in her belly. Malich broke the kiss only to trail his lips down her neck, sucking at the pulse point. "You taste like trouble," he rasped. "My kind of trouble."
She threaded fingers through his dark waves, tugging as sparks of pleasure shot through her. Their tongues tangled again, slower now, exploring with building hunger. The watch in her pocket ticked louder, a reminder of the impossible, but Catalina pushed it aside, lost in the magnetic pull of his body, the way his dominance made her melt and burn at once. Malich's hand slipped under her blouse, skin to skin, calluses rough against her soft stomach as he worked higher. Her breath came in short pants, mind fracturing between scholarly alarm and raw, forbidden want.
The makeout stretched, heated and exploratory, bodies rocking together in the dim light. Catalina felt the hard ridge of his arousal against her hip, and a thrill raced through her at the evidence of his desire. Malich nipped at her earlobe. "This ain't the end, doll. Not by a long shot." His words promised more, across time she did not yet grasp, even as the watch's hum began to build again in warning.
But for now, she surrendered to the shadows and the man who felt like destiny.,






  
  Chapter two
Dreams of a Soldier's Embrace


Catalina stumbled back into her Indianapolis apartment, the brass watch still warm in her pocket and her lips swollen from Malich's kiss. The room spun for a moment before settling into its familiar clutter of papers and half-drunk coffee mugs. She pressed a hand to her chest, heart hammering against her fingers. The speakeasy smoke clung to her clothes like a memory she could not shake. She had not intended to activate the watch again, yet here she was, returned to the present with the taste of bootleg gin and dominant hunger on her tongue. 
She sank onto the couch and pulled the watch free, studying its etched vines under the desk lamp. Her fingers traced the stem as she whispered questions to the empty room. "Where did you come from? How do you choose the eras?" Research consumed the next hours. She cross-referenced old auction records and temporal theory texts, noting the watch's repeated appearance in estate sales tied to the Harmon family line. Each clue pointed to something older than history books allowed, something that bound souls across centuries. Catalina's analytical mind raced, yet beneath it pulsed a raw ache from the back-room encounter, her body still humming with unfulfilled need.
Exhaustion finally claimed her. She curled on the couch with the watch clutched in her palm, its steady tick lulling her into uneasy sleep. Dreams flooded in vivid color. Malich appeared in sharper focus this time, his dark wavy hair mussed, his intense brown eyes burning as he pressed her harder against that speakeasy wall. In the dream his hands roamed freely under her blouse, callused palms cupping her breasts, thumbs flicking her nipples until she arched and moaned. "You want more, don't you?" dream-Malich growled, voice low and commanding. "Say it." Catalina's subconscious answered with gasps, her dream-self grinding against his thigh, slick heat soaking through fabric as his mouth claimed her neck, sucking marks she would feel upon waking. The dream shifted, urgent and filthy, his fingers slipping between her legs to stroke her clit in tight circles while he whispered possessive commands. She woke gasping, thighs pressed together, arousal slick and insistent, the watch ticking louder against her skin.
The hum returned without warning. Catalina sat up sharply as the apartment dissolved once more. Cold air and the distant thunder of artillery replaced the quiet. She materialized in the shadowed alley of a 1944 London street, the sky bruised with blackout curtains and searchlights. Her blouse and skirt had adapted again, now resembling a simple wartime dress, practical yet clinging to her slender curves. The watch burned hot in her pocket. She stepped into the dim glow of a streetlamp, pulse racing from the dream's lingering fire.
A tall figure in uniform emerged from the shadows, broad shoulders filling out the olive drab wool of a soldier's jacket. Malich Harmon, now a lieutenant on leave, his chiseled jaw set beneath the brim of his cap, dark wavy hair shorter but still falling across intense brown eyes that recognized her instantly. "Catalina," he said, voice roughened by war and time, the single word carrying the weight of soul-deep recognition. He crossed the distance in three strides and pulled her into his arms, the scent of gun oil and starch surrounding her. "I knew you'd come back to me."
She barely managed a breathless reply before his mouth captured hers in a fierce kiss. The reconnection ignited like dry tinder. Malich's hands gripped her waist, lifting her slightly so her body molded to his hard frame. "Not here," he muttered against her lips, already steering her down the alley toward a narrow hotel tucked between bombed-out buildings. "Too many eyes. Come with me."
The hidden hotel room was small and sparse, a single bed with rough sheets, blackout curtains drawn tight, the faint rumble of distant raids vibrating the floor. Malich locked the door and turned to her, dominance radiating from every line of his body. "Strip for me, sweetheart. Slowly." His tone brooked no argument, yet it promised pleasure that made Catalina's knees weaken. She obeyed, fingers trembling as she unbuttoned her dress and let it pool at her feet, revealing simple underthings that barely contained her athletic form. Malich shed his jacket and shirt, revealing the taut planes of his chest and the scars that marked his soldier's life. "On the bed. Now."
Catalina climbed onto the mattress, heart pounding with wartime urgency and rising lust. Malich followed, pinning her wrists above her head with
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