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      To Mom

      I’ll never be lost with you watching over me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “An adventure may be worn as a muddy spot or it may be worn as a proud insignia. It is the woman wearing it who makes it the one thing or the other.”  Norma Shearer
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      Saint-Malo, France - 1805

      

      AJ Moore-Murphy stood inside the doorway and gave the room a quick scan. It had more appeal than the typical inns she was familiar with, but of course, this wasn’t any ordinary inn. This was L'éventail Bleu, an upscale brothel on the northwest coast of France. It was a tactic Beckworth, the Viscount of Waverly, had used when he’d rented a room for her missing friend Stella in Bournemouth while evading Gemini’s men in England.

      After watching Beckworth stumble around the room for the last five minutes, Stella nowhere in sight, AJ touched the tips of her ears, positive there would be smoke if not downright flames coming from them. All the miles and all the worry, she’d been so close. Now, within mere hours, they’d missed her.

      “Where’s Stella?” She kept her tone light but firm. What she wanted to do was stand in front of his face and scream at him. Stella had been on the ship when they’d arrived in Saint-Malo. Finn had confirmed it before tracing Beckworth to this brothel.

      Beckworth stared out the window, his gaze on the street below. Maybe Stella was running an errand. But if that was true, why did Beckworth look like someone had just gutted him? When he turned toward her, she could barely hold his stare. The hollowness, bleakness, failure—a mirror into his tumultuous soul.

      She had to maintain focus, or she’d be swallowed up by such despair.

      “They took her.”

      She sucked in a deep breath and almost choked on the scent of stale perfume. She counted to ten, but her mantra for inner peace wasn’t going to work. Not for this.

      “Who took her?” Her words were measured. She’d tried for a softer tone as before but caught Finn’s side glance and knew she’d failed. Instead of steady reassurance, she’d only managed the edge of calm, her emotions clearly leaking into outright fear with a side of anger.

      Beckworth’s gaze fell away, and his expression became dazed. He kept reaching for his head. Had someone attacked him? She glanced at Finn, who shrugged.

      This was a Beckworth she’d never seen before, even at his darkest hour when he’d been stuck in Baywood, Oregon. There had been fear then—and anguish at the thought of never going home. But he still had a spark. That instinct for survival. Now, it seemed as if his inner flame hadn’t been reduced but utterly extinguished.

      Before she could ask for Finn’s advice, he was already on the move. He strode to the table, picked up a clay pitcher, sniffed it, then grabbed one of the goblets. Red liquid streamed into the cup, and she almost smiled, knowing how much Stella must have appreciated the wine. It was doubtful she’d seen much of it while on the run.

      He approached Beckworth, wine in one hand, his other outstretched toward the bed. “Come sit down.”

      When Beckworth didn’t move, she thought Finn might force the issue, but after a few minutes, he moved on his own, ignoring the bed and stumbling to the table where he collapsed on a chair. When Finn placed the wineglass in front of him, Beckworth picked it up and drained it.

      Finn pointed to the other chair and waited for her to take a seat. That was when she noticed the origami swans, several of them, arranged around the candlesticks like a centerpiece. Tears stung her eyes when she picked one up—proof her friend had been there.

      Finn sat and rested a hand on her arm before glancing at Beckworth, whose focus had turned to the swan in her hand. He tapped the table until Beckworth turned a startled gaze to him as if he’d just now realized Finn was in the room.

      “Tell us what happened.”

      Minutes passed before Beckworth poured the last of the wine and ran a hand through his hair several times, wincing when he touched what appeared to be a sensitive spot. After a long sigh, he turned to AJ.

      “I thought we were safe. At least for a night. We’d been running nonstop, and after the ship and storm, she needed to rest.” His voice was rough, probably the first words he’d spoken since waking. He held her gaze. “She’s been so strong. You’d be proud of her. But we had a hard time staying ahead of them. I originally thought of going to Hensley, but Gemini was certain to send men there if she hadn’t already. The earl’s manor seemed too far to run, though maybe that would have been the best.” His voice trailed off, and he pushed the empty goblet away. “The only place that seemed safe and out of reach was the monastery.” A slight smile touched his lips. “Everyone always ends up there.”

      AJ flicked a glance to Finn. Those were the exact words he and Ethan constantly drummed into her. If this were any other day, Finn would have teased her about it, but his expression remained stoic. This wasn’t any other day.

      “Gemini? Is that who you’ve been running from?” Finn asked.

      Beckworth shot a look at him and grabbed his head again. “Yes, although I haven’t seen her since we escaped from an abandoned farmhouse south of Basingstoke.”

      “Basingstoke. You were there?”

      He nodded. “Her men were everywhere. I thought heading for a ship would be the last place she’d think to look, but with the stones involved, I should have known better. We were halfway to Southampton when I discovered she’d sent most of her men south.” He glanced around the table, looked in his empty cup, and pushed it away.

      “Was it her men who took Stella from this room?” Finn managed to keep his tone supportive.

      Beckworth snorted. “I don’t know. Gemini might have discovered what port we sailed from. There could have been one or two of her men hiding in Bournemouth, but I never sensed them. It would have taken time to get word to her, wherever she was hiding. It just doesn’t make sense.” He gave Finn a quick glance before settling his gaze back on AJ. “If it had been her, or even Gaines, that took her, they wouldn’t have sneaked in. Gemini is too prideful. She would have made her presence known, and I seriously doubt you would have found me alive.”

      Finn pointed to Beckworth’s head. “Maybe she thought she’d killed you.”

      “She wouldn’t have taken a chance with something as unreliable as a hit on the head.” He touched his head and winced. “No matter how effective at knocking me out.”

      “How did you meet Gemini in the first place?” Finn’s question surprised her. Hensley had already told them, but as much as she didn’t think it to be true, perhaps Beckworth had an ulterior motive. The question had to be asked.

      “She’d been watching me since she wormed her way into my holiday hunting party, playing the role of Lady Penelope Prescott. No doubt one of many parts she’s played. Her trusty bloodhound, Gaines, followed me to London and noticed the shady characters I’d been meeting with. They assumed I was running my own information ring outside Hensley’s purview, not realizing it was an assignment orchestrated by the spymaster.”

      He leaned back in the chair and gazed about the room. His eyes were unfocused, either from the realization Stella was truly gone or from the hit on his head. “Gemini knew about the duke and Reginald and more than she should have about the stones and the books. She thought I could fill in the gaps from what she’d already learned.” His wicked laugh sent chills down her spine. “One of Gemini’s weaknesses is making assumptions before validating her facts.”

      “Whatever possessed you to run instead of playing out the role? You could have gained valuable information from her.” Finn, having worked for Hensley for many years, understood the advantages and the risks of working undercover and blending in. He’d spent eighteen months traveling to find the Heart Stone.

      “And you were in the same town where Gemini had set up the meeting with Finn.” AJ couldn’t keep her mouth shut any longer.

      Beckworth’s brows shot up at that, and he gave a derisive snort. “Why doesn’t that surprise me? No wonder she wouldn’t reveal the location of the meeting.”

      AJ glanced down at the paper swan she’d been holding to find the poor thing had been mangled in her clenched fist. Regardless of her attempts to straighten it, the swan’s wings drooped. She stuck the wilted figure in her pocket, her original fear stoking the flames of anger. “So, why did you run? Another couple of days, and we could have gotten you out of there.”

      Beckworth pushed out of his chair and paced the room, his arms waving. Whether anger or fear drove him, she couldn’t tell and wasn’t sure it mattered. He was no longer the confused viscount. “Well, excuse me. I thought you would be more interested in removing Stella from the middle of danger, not have me guess at whatever plan you might have cooked up. Gemini never revealed the location of the meeting. I had no idea we were in the vicinity, and none of her men had been aware, other than perhaps Gaines. And god knows I tried. I spent an entire evening getting them good and drunk.”

      He gave her a scathing look. “Oh, and Gemini discovered who killed Dugan.”

      She paled. “So?”

      “Gemini and Dugan were lovers. And while she’s now intimately involved with Gaines, she still pines for Dugan. I worried she wouldn’t wait for Murphy’s arrival before killing the person who took her lover from her. She is a bit mad.”

      She glanced at Finn, and though his gaze was tender, the heavy hands of guilt settled on her. “I’m sorry.” But the words did nothing to console her. She ran her hands through her hair before picking up a goblet and throwing it at the wall, where it bounced before rolling toward the window.

      Beckworth ignored her outburst and tugged at his sleeves. “We still have an advantage. Whoever took Stella didn’t just select a random person in a boardinghouse. We have to assume the people that took her are either working with Gemini or a rival faction.”

      Finn pounded a fist on the table. “That’s all we need, two different groups searching for the Heart Stone.” He stood, and it spurred AJ to follow. The room seemed to press in from all sides.

      “Either way—” Beckworth moved to the bed and pulled on a boot, “—there’s only one reason they took Stella. Someone still believes she’s you. They’ll want to barter to have any hope of getting the Heart Stone. And we know where they’re going.”

      AJ shook her head and grumbled. “The monastery.”
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      When they exited the boardinghouse, Lando was waiting with four horses, three of them complete with saddlebags and weapons. AJ’s bow and quiver hung from one saddle.

      “Hello, little man. It’s been a trial catching up with you.” Lando nodded to one of the horses. “Hope you don’t mind me picking up your ride.”

      Beckworth scowled. “How many times have I asked you not to call me that?”

      “Not enough to sink in, I’d imagine.” He tossed Beckworth a small, wrapped package before handing one to AJ and Murphy. “Your breakfast. You’re welcome.”

      Beckworth stuffed the meal in his jacket pocket, not particularly concerned about squashing it. Then he threw his saddlebag over the horse before taking its reins. The lump he’d received was still sensitive, and he pushed on it until his eyes watered. He deserved the pain—needed it. After everything they’d been through, he’d allowed Stella to slip from his grasp. He shouldn’t have been so brash strutting around town, thinking they were safe simply by stepping foot in a different country—war or not.

      Once everyone was mounted, he followed them as they maneuvered through the edges of town, keeping their heads down and avoiding any place soldiers might congregate. They walked their horses until they were a couple of miles out of town, giving them time to eat while moving, noting that AJ only picked at her food.

      He wanted to say something. To apologize for losing Stella. For not taking better care of her, although he wasn’t sure what else he could have done other than perhaps take her elsewhere. Maybe they should have gone to London after all. They could have waited for Hensley if he wasn’t already there for the season. He had contacts Gemini wouldn’t have known about. If only Stella could have seen the flower vendors in Whitechapel. It was too early in the season for lilacs, but the daphnes would be in bloom. He could have dressed her in the finest gowns and introduced her to Dame Elizabeth Ellingsworth. There were so many other things he could have done had he been thinking straight.

      AJ gave him side glances, but Murphy kept her close to him. He couldn’t blame the man and didn’t think it had anything to do with him. Murphy and Lando were both watchful, keeping eyes out for French soldiers if he had to guess.

      She had to be curious and would want to know everything there was to know about Stella. How was she holding up? Was she scared? Was she getting enough coffee? He snorted. They were the same questions running through his head. Even if she was frightened, she’d always adapted, and she would this time as well. His worst fear was that she’d blame him for failing her. No. He wouldn’t think that way. She’d confided not more than a day ago that AJ trusted him. That she trusted him. She’d be spitting mad and defiant, but she had to know they’d come for her. That he would come for her.

      Then another thought raised the hairs on the back of his neck. Had they found her pistol, or had she been able to keep it hidden? It hadn’t been in the room, and he’d scoured the place, making sure he had what little of her belongings had been left behind. And it hadn’t missed his attention that the nightwear he’d given her had been tossed on the chair, and her pants and shirt were gone. She must have changed at some point during the night because the kidnappers wouldn’t have given her the time, though he had found her purse with the coins she’d stolen from Gemini. He reached for the swans he’d stuffed in his pocket. The simple touch of the paper birds somehow kept her close.

      They rode for several hours, maintaining a steady pace, until they turned down a small trail, following a creek for a quarter of a mile. They rested the horses while Lando pulled out another wrapped package for everyone.

      “What do you think is waiting for us at the monastery?” AJ moved her food around, nibbled at a bit of cheese, then sat back with her skin of water.

      Murphy shrugged. “The monastery doesn’t have any protection, and it would depend on the size of Gemini’s force—assuming it’s Gemini that took Stella. The Daphne should be in the bay by now.”

      “And would Gemini know of the iron door?” Lando asked. He kept his gaze on the trail, forever the watchful sentry.

      AJ and Murphy turned to Beckworth as if he were one of Gemini’s inner circle.

      “How would I know?” He stared off at the trees, sensing their gazes on him. He released a sigh. “I don’t remember her mentioning the monastery, only the stones. She knew the book had been split into pieces but didn’t indicate if the information was recent or something she’d learned from the duke. The biggest surprise for me, besides Stella being mistaken for AJ, was this new incantation that allows a traveler to select a specific day and location, though it seemed it wasn’t completely accurate. Gaines showed up two days late from his jump to the future, and I got the sense the jump they tried before had been more accurate.”

      “She didn’t give any other names? Who might have given her the incantation?” Murphy’s questions were reasonable, so he played along.

      “No. She gave me what she knew, or suspected, was common knowledge. I don’t think she had the stones, though she seemed to know where they were. She also suspects two are missing.”

      “How the hell does she know that?” Murphy seemed skeptical, and Beckworth couldn’t blame him. He’d been mystified himself.

      He shrugged. “For some reason, she suspects you have one. She’d probably piss herself if she knew I had it.” He’d picked up a stick and had been drawing odd shapes in the dirt. He scratched through them, realizing they had been designs for a new garden bed. Something he’d wanted to share with Stella. He stabbed at the dirt until he’d created a small hole. Could he make it large enough to bury his head in it?

      “There was one thing I found odd,” he continued. The others had gone back to their meals and inner musings, thinking he’d finished with what little he knew. He held their rapt attention again, and AJ’s expressive gaze, full of hope, almost broke his heart. “Gemini was obsessed with locating Maire.”

      Murphy straightened. “We’d heard she was looking for the translator. We assumed it was Maire.”

      He nodded. “It was one of the questions Gemini wanted me to ask Stella. Of course, she thought I was speaking to AJ, so it was a logical assumption I might garner an answer. She assumed if anyone knew where Maire was hiding, it would be her.” He gave AJ a quick glance before dropping his gaze.

      “Was that her exact word—that Maire was hiding?” Murphy asked.

      He thought back to their conversation. “She assumed Maire was in hiding, continuing her translation of The Book of Stones, or at least a section of it. She also assumed Hughes was with her and never gave any consideration that they might have jumped to the future with you.”

      “Well, that’s helpful.” Lando sliced a piece of apple with his knife. “Not good that they’re looking for Maire, but they have no idea the two of them are with us.”

      “So she’s on the Daphne?” Beckworth asked.

      Rather than giving him a direct answer, AJ’s voice rose an octave. “What if Gemini’s men went to the monastery? What if they have her?”

      Murphy laid a hand on her shoulder. “You’re getting ahead of yourself again. Neither Jamie nor Ethan would let her off the ship without knowing the conditions at the monastery. Jamie would have sent Fitz and a small team in first.”

      She jumped up to pace back and forth. “You’re right. I hate going back to the monastery when we don’t know who’s running the place.” She stopped and gave Murphy one of her pleading looks. “Maybe we should try the iron door first, and if that doesn’t work, we head down to the beach and signal the ship.”

      “An excellent idea.” Beckworth stood and gathered the remains of his lunch. “The three of you should head for the ship while I enter through the front door.”

      The three of them were repacking saddlebags when they turned and stared.

      “What is this, little man? What game are you about?” Lando’s words should have cut him, but he understood their confusion.

      “I have no desire to get myself shot, but we need someone inside, and I have a better chance of talking my way in than any of you.”

      “You should at least wait until we’ve checked with Jamie.” AJ’s concern for him was touching, if unwarranted.

      “Beckworth’s right.” Murphy took AJ’s packaged leftovers and water skin. “We can monitor from the road. If guards are outside, we’ll know the monastery has been compromised. But it’s also possible they won’t have enough men to post sentries. After five minutes, if Beckworth doesn’t wave us in, we go for the stairs and the ship.”

      With somewhat of a plan, they returned to the road in time to meet a small group of travelers headed in the same direction. After a few short words, Beckworth ascertained they were getting as far from Paris as possible, heading for family along the coast, and the team fell in behind them.

      When they grew closer to town, Murphy suggested they stop at Guerin’s Inn in case they had news of the monastery. But two miles shy of town, Lando called a warning.

      “Four riders. They’ve grown closer the last few miles, but now they seem to be pacing us.” Lando turned his horse and pulled out a spyglass. “They appear to be French soldiers.”

      “Let me have your field glasses.” Murphy held out his hand to AJ.

      When she gave him the binoculars, Beckworth scowled. “Are those mine?”

      AJ gave him a wicked grin. “If you mean, are they the ones you stole from the sisters, then yes, they are.”

      He snorted. “Edith had several lying about the house. I doubt she’s even noticed them gone.”

      “They’re wearing uniforms, but something is off about them.” Murphy continued his surveillance. “Ah, that’s the problem.” He handed the field glasses to Lando. “Their uniforms don’t seem to fit well.”

      “They’re staying back with the size of our group. They’ll wait until after town, then try to overtake us before we reach the monastery.” Lando handed the glasses back.

      Murphy smiled. It was that friendly smile that didn’t reach his eyes. The one Beckworth had come to know well. Murphy had a plan, and most likely a devious one.

      “Aye. But let’s see if we can change the setting a bit. Our visit to Guerin’s will have to wait for another day.”

      After another mile, a narrow road branched off to the southwest. Rather than follow their fellow travelers, they bid farewell and took the road that skirted the town. When Beckworth lifted a brow, Murphy flashed his grin.

      “This road leads to a cave Sebastian uses to store his smuggler’s inventory. Ethan and I helped unload a cart or two while we waited for a ship to England.”

      Beckworth nodded, knowing the story of how Murphy and Hughes had followed him and AJ after they’d left for England on the Daphne.

      The terrain was rocky and would be difficult for carts to travel, which was why the smugglers’ cave had remained safe from French troops. And he noted there were several opportunities for the perfect ambush. They traveled a half-mile past a trail Murphy said led to the cave before they stopped to set their trap.

      Murphy and AJ would stay with the horses and cover Lando and Beckworth, who would hide behind a grouping of large boulders until the riders passed. Their decision to leave no one alive, assuming they weren’t indeed soldiers, made AJ irritable. Still, she seemed to understand Murphy’s reasoning—take them out here or face them again when the numbers might be against them. For now, they were evenly matched.

      Everything went without a hitch. The four men were focused on the narrow road and not their surroundings. When he and Lando quietly closed ranks behind the men, an arrow took one to the ground. Lando dispatched a second one while Murphy’s shot rang true, taking out the third. Beckworth shot the fourth man, who had been taking aim at Lando. He’d been wrestling with the first man, who’d been struck by the arrow.

      The four of them gathered around the remaining man. Blood seeped through the shirt where an arrow stuck out of his abdomen. He grimaced in pain, one hand grasping the shaft of the arrow. Beckworth was surprised the man had fought as hard against Lando with what appeared to be a severe injury. The struggle for survival wasn’t anything to take lightly.

      AJ stared at the carnage. “Maybe we should have confirmed they weren’t really French soldiers.”

      “They would have been an equally difficult problem,” Beckworth said.

      “Sebastian would have talked to them.” She turned away as the injured man continued to stare with unrepentant defiance.

      “We don’t know who has control of the monastery, and we don’t need to fight two fronts.” Lando took weapons and coin bags from the dead.

      Beckworth glanced at the others. “Why don’t you ride ahead? I’ll see what our friend can tell us.” He sighed when he caught Lando looking at Murphy. “Fine, Lando can help. We need to hide the bodies anyway. Give us thirty minutes.”

      When he and Lando caught up with AJ, he put her mind at ease. “They killed the soldiers just outside Saint-Malo. Lando took the horses back to where the road split and sent them back the way they’d come.”

      “And the last man?” Murphy asked.

      “He was stubborn and native French. Of that, I have no doubt. But other than what happened to the soldiers, the only thing I was able to get was a single name—Belato.”

      AJ’s head swung up at that, her brows knit together.

      “Do you know who that is?” Murphy asked.

      She squinted, drawing her brows closer together, but then she shook her head. “I’ve heard the name before but can’t remember where or when.”

      “Let’s keep moving.” Murphy took the lead, and they followed single file.

      Beckworth let everyone go on, insisting on watching their back. He stopped every quarter mile or when they crossed a ridge, waiting to see if anyone else followed. It gave him time to resolve what he’d done to the mercenary. God knows he’d done worse in his time but thought he’d grown beyond that. But with every question he asked of the man, he never really saw him or the blood as he worked for answers. All he saw was Stella. The way she’d looked with fear when he’d first spoken with her. Or her greater alarm when he returned to her room later that evening, when all she saw was someone sneaking into her room after everyone else had passed out. The look in her eyes when she stared at the dead mercenary he’d shot. Then he remembered how quickly she’d adapted. She didn’t want to kill anyone but hadn’t seemed to mind when he had to do it. She understood survival.

      After his vision had finally cleared and he stared down at the man, the defiance now erased by fear, his senses returned. The man had been bleeding out from the arrow in his stomach, and there wasn’t any way to save him, even if he had a mind to. He’d been surprised when the man grabbed his wrist, his strength waning but firm enough to hold on.

      When the man pulled him down and whispered the name into his ear, he questioned if the man had given him a false lead. Until the man uttered his last words, a thin trail of blood leaking from his lips and staining his teeth.

      “They’re all mad.”

      He waited five minutes, and when no one else appeared on the trail, he turned and spurred his mount to catch up with the others. The last few miles were uneventful, and they didn’t stop until they reached the final curve in the road that took them to the monastery. They left the horses and moved cautiously over the rocky terrain to see what Beckworth would be riding into.

      “Oh god, they’ve already posted guards.” AJ had a hand to her throat, no doubt worried about Maire.

      “They’re guards, all right, but not mercenaries.” Lando moved the spyglass in a slow line before dropping it. A huge smile added sparkle to his gaze. “They’re sailors.”

      Murphy laughed. “Jamie has added a defense perimeter.”

      They scrambled back to their horses and raced to the inner courtyard. The sailors guarding the front of the building raised their arms in greeting and opened the doors for them. They’d barely dismounted before Maire raced out the foyer doors to greet them, Hughes a single step behind.

      Tears streamed down her face, and his chest clenched. Not Stella. Please don’t let this be about Stella. AJ had gone pale as she caught Maire in her arms.

      “Sebastian is gone. They took Sebastian.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Stella groaned, and before opening her eyes, listened for sounds. She’d lost count of how many days she’d been in this hellhole called England, though it was unfair to blame an entire country because of one crazy woman with a battalion of mercenaries. For however long she’d been in this time period, it was long enough to not take waking up for granted. Her behavioral conditioning now included listening for anything that might tell her where she was and whether she was safe before ever cracking a lid.

      She started with a physical review because the pounding in her head told her she better prepare herself for bad news. Without moving, she couldn’t tell whether she had any further injuries other than what might be a concussion. This headache was not the same as her no-caffeine-induced ones. She slowly rolled over, pretending to still be asleep. Sore muscles forced a low moan, but that might have been from the cold room and the hard floor beneath her.

      The previous evening was a blur. She’d been in a warm brothel and had eaten a decent meal with equally decent wine. She’d gone to bed with Beckworth—rephrase—shared a bed with Beckworth and had expected to immediately fall asleep, but it seemed too intimate to lay next to him in layers of lingerie. Once she’d confirmed Beckworth had been asleep, she’d crept out of bed and changed into her pants and shirt. What happened after that?

      Another groan escaped. Someone had dragged her from the bed. More than one someone. She’d struggled, and Beckworth had tried to help, but he had his own intruder to battle. Then a blow to the head. That explained the headache.

      She pushed her concern for Beckworth aside until she could figure out where she was. Her senses lit up, and a sinking feeling swept through her, leaving her chilled to the bone. The ground moved with a soft rolling motion and a rhythm that matched the low creaks she knew too well, and she wrinkled her nose at the damp smell of seawater. She was on another god-forsaken ship.

      There wasn’t any reason to postpone the inevitable, so she opened her eyes to darkness. She blinked, then noted there must be a lantern because her surroundings appeared with a soft golden glow. She sat up, then stopped as the pounding in her head increased. It settled to a gentle thrum after she took several long, deep breaths.

      She was still in her pants and shirt, grateful she’d changed, then felt weird. Had she somehow known they’d come for her? She shivered. The downside was she had no shoes. At least she’d been wearing socks.

      Next came a quick scan of her surroundings, checking to see if she had company. But other than noting she was in one of four cells in what appeared to be a cargo hold, there wasn’t a guard. She did spot the lantern that hung a few paces from the only visible door.

      She surveyed everything a second time but at a much slower pace. Her cell was ten-by-ten with iron bars. A bucket sat in the corner closest to the door, and a tin cup sat on the other side. There was a thin sleeping pad, though she wasn’t on it. They must have just dumped her without a second thought. These accommodations made Gemini’s seem like a five-star hotel. Well, maybe a four-star one.

      She closed her eyes and quieted her breathing, determining what else she might be missing. It was impossible to tell what time of day it was or how long it had been since she’d been kidnapped for a second time. Now, she understood what Maire had gone through—how dangerous this time was for her and how brave it would be for her to return to this century. That alone stopped the pity party she’d been planning.

      There were no voices that she could discern, but every once in a while, the ship seemed to hit something. There was a soft scraping and gentle clanging sound. When she put it all together, she smiled. The ship was docked. She might not know where, but land was land as far as she was concerned.

      She looked up. She wasn’t sure how many decks this ship had, but some cargo holds could be reached from the top deck. Her muscles proved to be as stiff as she feared when she pushed herself up from the floor. She grabbed one of the iron bars to steady herself as she waited for the headache to calm to a manageable level. Once the ache receded, she returned to her task of scanning the ceiling. She moved to the front of the cage, her eyes searching until she found it.

      The square hole was right above the alleyway between the two sets of cells. There was a rope ladder, but it had been tied up, so it hung about eight feet above the floor. She stored the information for later and redirected her focus to the cell door since she was standing in front of it. It wasn’t a padlock she was familiar with, but after looking at the lock in the cell across from her, she didn’t think it would be any more difficult to pick.

      She instinctively checked her pockets. They were empty. Her heart sank. She remembered leaving the beaded purse on the table rather than her pants pocket. Not only did she not have anything to pick the lock, if she was able to get out, she didn’t have a single coin to her name.

      She collapsed onto the pallet, bemoaning her current situation while avoiding any thoughts of Beckworth and whether he was still alive, when a soft shuffling came from her left.

      It sounded larger than a rat.

      She squinted into the next cell, having assumed they were all empty, though she hadn’t taken a close look into the shadows. A lump slowly rose, and Stella froze like a bronze statue.

      The lamplight wasn’t strong enough to provide any additional help. She’d have to move closer if she wanted to know more, but decided it best to wait to see what the other prisoner did. Assuming it wasn’t her guard just using the spot for a nap.

      She couldn’t make out the figure. It still looked like a lump, just taller. Since she couldn’t discern a head, she couldn’t be positive, but she’d swear whatever it was was staring right at her.

      Then it rose like an apparition and drew near. She almost peed herself, then snorted instead when the dim light revealed someone in a robe approaching her—not a ghost. They stopped when they reached the iron bars.

      “Come closer, child, so I can look at you.” A slim, pale hand reached through the bar then waved for her to follow his directions. “I won’t hurt you. I want to make sure you’re all right. The guards were rather rough when they brought you in. You hit your head on the floor when they dropped you.”

      She reflexively rubbed her head and squinted when she found two sensitive spots. One must have been when they hit her in the brothel, the second when they’d quite literally tossed her in the cell. She considered the cloaked figure. Her situation couldn’t possibly get any worse by stepping closer and seeing what was under the hood.

      He grabbed the bars with both hands as if they held him up. They were old and wrinkled, his nails stained. At first, it looked like dirt, but the curiosity that would probably get her killed before she saw Baywood again urged her forward. She couldn’t be certain with the limited light, but rather than dirt, the stain could be from ink. AJ had written a story for the Baywood Herald on the history of printing presses. There’d been a couple of pictures from the early days of men with stained hands. It wasn’t the same thing, but for some reason, she was positive this guy wrote with quill and ink—a lot.

      He didn’t speak, and she sensed his eyes following her every move. Then he shook his head. “I’m sorry. I thought you might be someone else.” He turned toward the front of the cell and mumbled, “I could have sworn I heard them say AJ Murphy.” When he took a step away, Stella had to take a chance.

      “Do you know AJ?”

      The man stopped, then turned to give her a longer look. It appeared he was going to grab the bars again, but this time he reached for his hood and lowered it. He was as old as she suspected, yet his gaze was clear, and his eyes sparkled with intelligence.

      “I know her well enough to know you’re not her. Yet they—” he nodded toward the door, “—certainly think you are.” He grasped the bars again, then tapped a finger along it, and she guessed he might be contemplating the possibilities.

      “Who are these guys? Did they kidnap you, too?”

      “In a manner of speaking, I suppose.”

      “Do you know what they want?”

      “Something I cannot give them.”

      The kidnappers could talk to this guy for hours and end up going around in circles. Though he appeared fragile, she had no doubt he’d never crack under pressure. Tough old bird.

      Now that she was up and talking, her throat felt raw. She studied the cup by the door, then picked it up. It appeared to be water, but with her sensitive stomach, she didn’t want to gamble. “Is this safe to drink?”

      “It’s water, though it tastes stale. It won’t harm you.”

      Though she wanted to down it all, she only drank half. Who knew how often the refills came.

      “How many are there?”

      He gave her a quizzical look, then his eyes shifted up, hopefully doing some mental calculations. After several seconds, he shrugged. “I’ve seen five different men since I’ve arrived. There have also been two young boys who clean the buckets. But there will be many others if they plan to sail.”

      “How often does the food come? Does the water come with it?”

      “Twice a day, and yes, more water is brought with each meal.”

      She gave him another perusal. His whiskers were light and more than a five-o-clock shadow, but not quite a beard. “How long have you been here?”

      “Two days, maybe a bit less, maybe a bit more. I don’t think they bring the food at the same time, but that has been the only way for me to track the time.”

      She nodded. Without any windows or portholes, passage of time would be difficult to track. If they kidnapped her during the night, and depending on how far they traveled, and how long she’d been out, it might still be morning. “Have they brought food today?”

      “Not yet.

      “So they should be bringing more in, what, the next few hours?”

      “Most likely sooner.”

      Something wasn’t adding up, and she was all over the place with her questioning, feeling out of sync with the linear timeline. She hadn’t expected this old guy to know AJ. And why wasn’t Beckworth here? Surely, he’d be an important captive.

      She closed her eyes, her heart beating double-time. He had to be alive. Frantic and out of his mind that he lost her, but alive. AJ would be so mad at him. But that was better than being dead.

      She turned on him so fast, the old man took a step back. “Have you seen a woman?”

      “What?”

      “A woman. Was there ever a blonde woman with the men?”

      He shook his head.

      Damn. But in a way it made sense. Gemini couldn’t have gotten to France so quickly. Her headache was making it impossible to think. It didn’t matter. There couldn’t be another explanation for the kidnapping. Certainly not for plucking someone from a brothel with a man lying next to her.

      “If you’re not AJ, then who are you?”

      “I’m Stella.” She tilted her head, crossed her arms over her chest, and took in his hooded robe that scraped along the floor. “You’re not from the monastery, by any chance?”

      He smiled and then chuckled. It was a hearty one that brought tears to his eyes. “And you’re not from this time period. Or am I wrong?”
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      Stella stepped back and appraised the diminutive man. Her synapses began firing, and she ignored the hunger pains and coffee cravings as she studied him. Why would he suspect her of being from another time? He knew AJ, so he might know about time travel, but if he was just guessing, she should keep it to herself.

      “Who are you?” She wasn’t going to say anything more until he did, and she glanced away to avoid his steady gaze. Her eyesight must be adapting to the low lighting because she noticed her raincoat and boots lying next to the cell across from her. Why wouldn’t they have dropped the items in her cell? Maybe they’d make her answer questions, then feed her clothing to her one boot at a time, assuming she didn’t freeze to death first.

      “I’m a friend.”

      The old man’s words brought her back to the conversation. “Look, enough with the cryptic answers. I’m not the one that put us in a cell. I gave you my name, the least you can do is give me yours.” She hesitated as she took in his robes. “It’s the polite thing to do.”

      His eyes sparkled with mirth, and she wondered if he was getting something more potent in his mug of water that made this situation so amusing. She wanted a glassful of whatever it was.

      “You have such fire. Even more than AJ, I think.”

      A heavy thud that shook the cell bars came from above, like someone dropped a compact car on the deck. She ducked involuntarily.

      “They’re fixing a broken mast. At least that’s what I heard the guards say earlier. Nothing to worry about. We’re still in port.”

      She eyed him but refused to say anything more until they were on the same playing field. Before turning away from him, she gave him her till-hell-freezes-over look.

      He must have seen the look before because he just nodded. “Not one for patience, I see, but these conditions don’t always bring out the best in people.”

      She scowled. “You’re not making friends here, old man.”

      His laugh was warm and addictive, and she had to work hard to stop her own grin.

      “Fine. I don’t know why you’re being so difficult. You must be making our captors mad as hatters.” She stepped to the bars again and gave him a more thorough look. He seemed to understand her motive because he lowered his hood to reveal a cloud of white hair. It could use a brush if it didn’t remove what little hair he had left. His face was kind and gentle, but his eyes shone with intelligence, and only because she knew herself so well, an edge of craftiness.

      She barked out a short laugh. “Good god, don’t tell me you’re Sebastian?”

      His eyes brightened. “You’ve heard of me?”

      She shook her head in dismay. Did Beckworth know Sebastian had been kidnapped? He’d given no indication that he wasn’t expecting him to be at the monastery. She’d doubted him before, hadn’t been convinced she could trust him, remembered the hurt in his eyes when she’d told him AJ didn’t trust him. No. She wasn’t going to second-guess his actions in bringing her to France. They’d been in a sticky situation with little time to plan out a strategy, and he couldn’t have known how much she already knew. It was all water under the bridge at this point. She’d listened to everything AJ, Finn, Maire, and Ethan had discussed about this time period. Who the players were, the towns, and who she could trust.

      It was time to pull on her big-girl panties and start using her head. The intelligence that had impressed Beckworth. She’d hold on to that, and the knowledge that whoever had kidnapped her hadn’t killed him. She closed her eyes for a moment and pushed back the emptiness that filled her thinking he might be dead. Then she shook herself like a cat coming in from the rain. She might not be AJ, but she could be more difficult to handle than her friend. They were messing with the wrong woman.

      She looked at Sebastian, who was watching her with the same gleeful look, and tried to understand why she had to go through a guessing game just to get his name. The only thing that came to mind was that he’d been testing her. She gave him her most radiant smile, the one that was on almost every bus stop bench in Baywood. The smile Beckworth had noticed.

      “I have heard of you. I’ve heard many wonderful things. Like how you stood up to the duke and took the monastery back from Reginald.”

      His eyes lit up, and he glanced at the door before stretching out a hand through the bars. She grasped it without hesitation. “Then we are not alone, child.”

      A huge sigh escaped her. “Thank god.”

      “Yes, thank God, and our mutual friends as well.”

      “So, what’s the plan?”

      He released her hand and shrugged. “They seem to be waiting for someone. I would have expected to be interrogated by now, but they’ve only attempted a couple of questions, and when I remained silent, they simply went away.”

      “Yeah, that sounds like they aren’t supposed to hurt you. Just keep you in storage…” Stella glanced around. “Or cargo, until the important kidnappers show up. And I have a feeling I might know who that is.”

      “Really? I have to say, I’m at a loss at who that could be. I didn’t think there was anyone left who knew of the stones.”

      “Does the name Gemini ring a bell?”

      His eyes became unfocused. “Possibly. But it was a long time ago, I think.” He shook his head. “My memories become harder to retrieve as the years go on. It’s best if I let the name sit with me awhile.”

      “Fair enough.” Now that she had a friend, it was no longer about just her getting out of this. Whatever plan they devised would require them both getting out. Otherwise, Maire would have her head on family night’s dinner platter for leaving him behind. “So, this is the third day you’ve been here, and our captors come twice a day to feed us and empty the buckets.” She eyed the lantern. “They leave the lamp burning during the day. What about nighttime?”

      “They leave it lit.”

      Another reason why Sebastian could only guess how long he’d been down here. He’d have to count the number of meals since there was no separation of day versus night in the hold. She paced the edge of the bars circling her enclosure, and her stomach gave a low growl. “Do you think it will be much longer before they bring food?”

      “I imagine soon.”

      “Maybe they’ll give me my clothes,” she muttered and glared at the lock on the cell door. “Not that I have anything in the pockets to open this.”

      “Here, child.”

      She turned to find Sebastian holding out his robe to her. His monk’s garb wasn’t too dissimilar to his robe other than it slid over his head rather than being tied in the front with a rope belt. His shoes looked sturdy, though she’d been expecting sandals.

      When she didn’t make a move toward it, he shook it at her. “I am warm enough until they give you your clothes.” He nodded toward the pile outside their cell. “They must mean to give them to you.”

      She glanced down at her woolly socks and wiggled her toes. If she only had her raincoat, but it wouldn’t be nearly as warm as his robe. She took it since it seemed to make him happy. “Thank you.” She slipped it on and reveled in the warmth of his retained body heat.

      “You don’t have some type of narrow pin or wire, do you? Something I could use on the door lock.” If she ever got out of here, she’d need to build a survival kit. Coffee beans and a lock pick were the first items that came to mind.

      He shook his head, then paused. “Check the pockets.”

      She did. A skeleton key was in the right pocket. “This isn’t the key for the iron door, is it?”

      That same cheery gaze. Did anything ever get this man riled up?

      “No, child. I never remove it from the monastery. Only a small group of people know where I keep it.” He smiled. “Though I do have a tendency to move it around.”

      She smiled then felt the left pocket. A few coins wrapped in paper, which explained why they didn’t jingle. Then something poked her finger. “Ouch.”

      Sebastian smiled.

      She pulled it out. It was a cross that hung from a thin strip of leather. She gave him her wicked smile and a wink. The cross was thin, almost pointy on the end. It might be long enough, but it depended on the lock. She could also try the skeleton key, but she didn’t have experience working with those. Her gaze flashed to the door when it creaked open.

      She took off the robe and shoved it back through the bars, but slid the cross into her pants pocket. “It’s better this way.” He took the robe and hustled back to his pallet. She moved to the back of the cell, staying in the shadows, wanting to get a good look at her captors before deciding the best way to play the situation.

      “Grab the lantern then close the door behind us. How difficult can it be?” The French-accented voice was a bit high-pitched and irritated, but it was definitely a man.

      “Why can’t you do it?” It was a deeper, English voice. Interesting.

      “Because I’m holding a tray with both hands. For all that’s holy, where in the hell did they find you?”

      “I’m a good soldier.”

      “Yeah, well keep your lips shut while I check on our guests.” He giggled like a little girl as he limped down the aisle, then stopped where the two cells met. His eyes were cold and calculating and seemed at odds with his tall, skinny frame as he shifted from one foot to the other. When he did, it was obvious one leg was shorter than the other. He hadn’t shaved in a couple of days, and based on the grime on his face, hadn’t bothered with a bath, either. She couldn’t smell him from where she stood and decided to keep as much distance as possible. He circled, as if looking for a place to set the tray. “Get over here and pull this stool over.”

      The second man, much larger and beefier than the first, lumbered to follow, then kicked the stool until it hit the bars of Sebastian’s cell. He didn’t seem to have much in the brains department, so she assumed he was the muscle. And what he had was impressive enough. The question was how fast he was.

      The first guy, who she named Slim, peered in at Sebastian. “Here’s your breakfast. Now stay on your pallet while Henry gets your bucket.” He turned to huge man. “Well, get the bucket. And don’t ask me why you have to do it each time. Just put it outside in the hall and bring over the clean one.”

      Henry pulled out a ring of keys and fumbled as he found the one he needed. While he struggled with that simple assignment, Slim took a few awkward steps to peer into Stella’s cell. “Come out where I can see you.”

      When Stella didn’t move, he swore something under his breath. Then he glanced over at her pile of clothes. “If you want your coat or boots, you need to let me see you. Don’t worry, I’ve already felt the merchandise on the ride back to the ship.” His grin produced an ugly smile of stained teeth, and the one behind his left eye tooth was missing.

      Her skin crawled at the thought of his hands on her. At least she knew one of the men that had been at the brothel. She assumed Henry had also been there. She didn’t think she had any bruises so he must not have done too much harm. She needed her coat, so she stepped into the dim light.

      The door to Sebastian’s cell clanked shut. A bowl of food had been placed next to a glass of water, and the big guy carried a bucket to the door.

      “You’re a fine woman. I wonder why the captain gets all the pretty women.” Slim licked his bottom lip, and Stella tried not to throw up in her mouth.

      “Because ship’s captains have money,” Henry said as he trudged back to the cell with a clean bucket. Not as dumb as she thought. She’d have to keep an eye on him.

      “You can step back now. You don’t want to mess with Henry. He could snap you in two by accident.”

      Henry frowned. “That’s not a nice thing to say to a lady.” He opened the door to her cell and peered at her through the bars. “I don’t want to hurt you, so stay on your pallet.”

      She backed up until she stood on the thin bedding. It would be best if she appeared docile and beaten. Once the food and water had been placed inside, Henry peered into the bucket. “She hasn’t used it yet.”

      “Then leave it,” Slim growled. “Must I always think for you?” He used his boot to push her clothes to the bars of her cell. “It will be another day or two before they start asking questions.”

      He picked up the tray and Sebastian’s bowl from the previous night. “You’ll get another meal later tonight. I suggest getting some sleep. You won’t be going anywhere.”

      She decided not to ask any questions. They’d already given her enough information to consider, and she needed to know what else Sebastian could tell her. She waited for them to trudge out, which they did with a sharp crack of a closing door. She raced to the cell door and listened. She didn’t hear a lock and sincerely thanked whoever was watching over them.
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      AJ paced the room, noting that Finn kept an eye on her like she might do something rash, and stopped at one of the tall-backed wooden chairs and leaned against it. Still too antsy to sit, she used it as a touchstone.

      She gave a quick glance toward Ethan, who held Maire against him as she battled with her fear for Sebastian. She understood Maire’s concern. They were all upset, but Maire was remembering their vacation to the monastery. Sebastian remained a prominent historical figure among the brothers. However, there had been no record of his death. It was as if he was there one moment and gone the next. Maire had to be thinking this might have been the moment that Sebastian disappeared, never to be heard from again.

      There was one way to know for sure. They simply had to go into the tunnels, back to the smuggler’s meeting room and see if Sebastian’s journal, the one Maire retrieved during that vacation, was already there waiting for them.

      Maire had been on her way to do that when Ethan forced everyone into this room because the men wanted to talk about it, mull it over, strategize, whatever. AJ pushed her hair back and stared at the ceiling, then gave the room another long study. She remembered this room. It was where they’d met the duke to discuss the stones. When Maire feigned illness so the two of them could be taken elsewhere to search for The Book of Stones. How naïve they’d been, and what luck that Sebastian had found them.

      The room looked different. All the duke’s extra ornamentation had been removed, and while not completely stark, was certainly more austere than their first visit. Their second visit had turned into another battle, and more time had been spent cleaning and repairing than touring.

      “Can you tell us again, Brother Leclair, the last time you saw Sebastian?” Finn had taken over the questioning since Ethan was busy restraining Maire from running off.

      Jamie and Lando, who were originally standing at the entrance to the room like a pair of avenging angels, were now sitting at some distance from two young monks, who sat rigidly on the sofa. Thankfully, Fitz had been sent to check the perimeters at all the entrances, including the iron door.

      Brother Leclair was the oldest of the two, but if AJ had to guess, he wasn’t much older than her, somewhere in his late twenties, maybe early thirties. He’d been at the monastery for less than a year and had missed the previous excitement with Reginald and Dugan. The second monk, Brother Ignatius, was even younger but had been at the monastery longer. He hadn’t been away when the duke ruled as if some monarch, but he clearly remembered them and their battle with Reginald.

      “As I stated before—” Brother Leclair stopped to mop his brow. He was a short man with a
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