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      England - 1804

      

      Beads of sweat trickled down AJ Moore's temple. The light breeze that stirred the leaves shielding her location did nothing to dry the perspiration. It wasn't a particularly warm day, but the tension from perching in the tree strained her muscles. She'd been staring at the stone building for the last twenty minutes. She was growing impatient but forced her limbs, which were beginning to go numb, to remain still.

      Other than the slight rustling of leaves, nothing else stirred. Even the birds seemed to wait in quiet anticipation. The peacefulness was so complete, the twang of the bow startled her, but she tracked the arrow as it flew toward its target, hitting the first guard in the chest. The second guard turned when his partner fell. He bent down, which was his dumb luck as the second arrow—that AJ was sure had been aimed at his chest—struck him in the head, piercing his skull.

      AJ nocked her arrow, moving her bow from left to right, searching for the other guards. A man approached from the left side of the building, stopping in front of the door when he noticed the other two guards down. He scanned the clearing, musket drawn and ready to fire. Without hesitation, she aimed at the man's chest and loosed the arrow. She knew when the arrow left the bow that she'd lifted her head too soon. Instead of hitting the guard's chest, the arrow pierced his left arm and, fortuitously for her, pinned him to the wooden door. An instant later, a second arrow hit him in the chest, finishing the job.

      "Sorry," AJ muttered.

      "That's all right, love," Beckworth whispered. "You set up the target for me." He'd been sitting in the crook of a second branch, just off AJ's left shoulder.

      She shifted position and gritted her teeth at the painful tingling of nerves in her right leg. Ignoring her discomfort, she nocked another arrow. Fitz had surveyed the area earlier and confirmed six guards, assuming no other men had arrived before their team moved into place.

      "Besides." Beckworth rested against the trunk of the tree. "It's good to know you haven't quite worked up the urge to kill anyone."

      She glanced at him before turning back to sight her arrow. "Not yet."

      He snorted at her clear reference to him. "I know you've been tempted." Then his tone turned serious. "But once you take a life, the world is never quite the same. Make sure the first one you take is worth the price."

      She blinked, suddenly quite attuned to her hesitance in striking a killing blow. Hadn't Finn once mentioned something like that, or maybe it had been Ethan. A slight movement in the trees to the right of the building made her twist to take a closer look. Her arrow flew when she saw the tip of a musket point toward a copse of trees where Ethan and Lando hid. A man fell from the tree, an arrow in his shoulder. When he tried to roll away, Jamie appeared out of nowhere and slit the man's throat.

      At the same time, Lando moved out of the trees behind another guard who had emerged from the left side of the building, his musket moving from side to side as he searched for the enemy. The guard barely turned before Lando grabbed him and stabbed him through the neck with his dagger.

      AJ stared at the man as he dropped to the ground. She might not be able to deliver the death strike herself, but the fact the rest of her team could with such dispassion didn't faze her.

      Not anymore.

      One more guard was out there somewhere.

      A light gurgle came from their right before Fitz stood, the unfortunate guard at his feet. A spray of blood soaked the front of his leather tunic, and more blood dripped from his broadsword. The weapon was a surprising choice for someone of shorter stature, but Fitz's muscle-bound chest and arms handled it efficiently.

      They waited another five minutes before AJ nodded to Beckworth. He whistled a dove call before they both scrambled down the tree. The team covered the thirty yards to the door in seconds. Jamie and Fitz took a position to the left of the door while the remaining four lined up on the right side.

      On a silent count of three, Jamie reached for the door and yanked it open.
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      Baywood, Oregon - Current Day - About one week earlier

      

      Wind chimes rattled as a cold wind blew in, chased by dark, threatening clouds. Rain would soon lash out. AJ drew the heavy blanket closer, relishing the numbness in her cheeks and hands.

      "You should make her come in." Her mother's anguished, hushed voice filtered out through the open window, adding to AJ's heavy heart. Helen hated to see her children suffer. What mother didn't?

      "She'll come in when she's ready." Adam's reassuring voice would do little to ease their mother's worry.

      "I've made coffee." Stella's voice boomed from the kitchen, almost making AJ smile.

      Almost.

      "She's been like this for a week," Helen crooned. Then footsteps faded away.

      When AJ heard nothing more but the crash of the tempestuous waves and the frenzied cries of the seagulls, she closed her eyes. A single tear traveled a lonely path down her cheek, and she let the wind dry it.

      Some days, time had no meaning when she did nothing but watch the sea and clouds continue their march toward shore. She considered going into the house but didn't have the energy or desire to rise. Her limbs weighed her down, heavy as stones.

      The French doors opened, and someone stepped outside. "I'll give you fifteen more minutes, then I'll carry you in whether you're ready or not." Ethan Hugh's tone brooked no argument. When AJ didn't respond, the door closed.

      "How's Maire?" Stella sounded close, probably staring out the window at AJ. If AJ knew her friend, Stella would want to shake her. That made AJ almost smile again.

      The group had either been silent while AJ lost herself in the coming storm, or they had returned from wherever they'd gone because the conversation picked up.

      "She's almost as unresponsive as AJ." Ethan sounded tired, unable to do anything to help the women who suffered from Finn's disappearance. "When she's not going through her translations for the hundredth time or locked in a room with AJ talking about who knows what, she sleeps on the new couch I bought. She won't sleep anywhere else. She stares out to sea, just like AJ."

      "It's been a week," Adam said.

      AJ tuned them out. She couldn't listen anymore. She knew exactly how long it had been—down to the minute. A week here meant almost three months in the eighteenth century. No one understood the shift in time. She snorted. No one really understood how the druid stones worked at all. The incantations used with the stones to create the fog that took people through time had been guesswork from the start. Only Maire, Finn's sister, with the help of Sebastian, a French monk, was able to translate the druid's writing in The Book of Stones. The book explained how the stones had been created on an eclipse-darkened night, centuries ago, during a freak lightning storm. Talk about a perfect storm. The book also explained how the druids had created the silver torc to keep the six stones together, amplifying the power of each stone. The problem was that the book had been written in ancient Celtic, and there were very few people who could piece the language together. To make it more difficult, the druids had written in a secret code, hiding the individual words of the translations throughout the text.

      Maire had deciphered the original incantations and modified them, making the time travel more reliable—to a point. They couldn't select a specific time or place to go, nor were they certain where they'd arrive when they traveled back in time. Though they had traveled enough times to have a decent guess.

      Only five days had passed when AJ returned with Ethan and Maire, though she had spent almost two months in the eighteenth century. Where Finn had been left behind, with no one knowing what happened to him. Her heart clenched as the wind whipped, banging a bird feeder against a post. The early storm, unusual for the dog days of summer, matched her raging anger and deep, unfathomable ache of loss.

      Someone had betrayed them. That was the only explanation. Ethan assumed it had been Beckworth, but that made no sense to AJ. Beckworth had fabricated situations in the past, and his earlier actions while working for the Duke of Dunsmore hadn't made him any friends. AJ was convinced Beckworth acted out of survival mode. But had he? His hatred for Reginald, his half-brother and full heir to the duke, was real. She was positive about that. And everyone despised Dugan, originally the duke's right-hand thug and now Reginald's man-at-arms.

      She considered their last evening at Waverly Manor in England. Their team had sneaked into Reginald's masquerade ball to steal a second book that spoke of the stones. The druid's book, referred to as The Mórdha Stone Grimoire, had been written by a druid who had traveled through time. The team believed the man to be the druid chieftain who had written a journal of his time jump experience and continued experiments to repeat his time travel. This book, also written in ancient Celtic, was thought by some to be the ravings of a crazed man.

      At some point during the party, Dugan's men had cornered the team. AJ, Ethan, and Maire had escaped through the fog, returning to present day. They had no idea if anyone else made it out. Maire wouldn't have if Finn hadn't changed the plan at the last minute, forcing Maire to take the book and run for the carriage. Had Finn suspected Beckworth? And why hadn't Finn used the individual stone he'd carried to return to the present? If he'd lost it or someone had taken it, Finn would have found his way to France to get another stone from Sebastian. He should have been able to accomplish the trip to France in the three months that elapsed in the earlier century. But he hadn't. No matter how she looked at it, there were only two possibilities.

      He was either dead or captured.

      She ran her fingers over the Celtic etchings of her wedding band that was still bound to the necklace and Heart Stone. When she closed her eyes, she could hear his voice on the wind, see his lopsided grin, a longing in his emerald-green eyes, and a lilt on his tongue.

      "I'll always come for you, sweet lass."

      One week. It seemed like months.

      The vibration of her phone jarred her from her contemplation. She opened her blanket to peer down at the glow from the phone resting on her lap.

      It was a short text.

      "It's time."

      AJ blew out a long breath. Finally.

      She pushed herself out of the Adirondack chair, hugging the blanket close, the edges dragging on the ground behind her as she entered the house. The group stared at her, probably waiting for her to say something, but she ignored them as she passed the dining table. She marched up the stairs and dropped the blanket on the floor of her bedroom. After changing to a warmer sweater and getting her tangled hair in order, she ran down the stairs, grabbed her purse, and was shutting the front door when she heard Stella's voice call out, "Where are you going?"

      She was in her car, screeching out of the parking lot of the inn by the time the front door opened. Through the rearview mirror, she caught a glimpse of everyone standing on the porch before she made the first turn up the tree-lined drive.
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        * * *

      

      Ethan cursed under his breath as AJ sped away. He should follow her, having a fairly good idea where she was going. When he turned to ask Stella's opinion, she'd already gone back inside. Only Adam remained on the porch.

      "Come in, Ethan. We need to talk." Adam patted his shoulder then waited at the open door.

      "I need some time, Adam." Ethan dropped into one of the porch chairs and stared at the empty drive.

      Adam shuffled his feet, but after a long sigh, returned inside.

      Ethan pulled his jacket closer, thankful the house blocked the wind. He shook his head and stared at the stand of trees across the parking lot. He'd anticipated this moment since their last jump and Finn hadn't followed. He'd known for sure when Finn hadn't arrived the next morning. Would they ever be safe from the stones and those blasted books? Maire and AJ thought he didn't want to go back. That he would just leave Finn for whatever fate had decided.

      They should know him better than that, but when he considered his mood this last week, he understood how his actions appeared. No matter how he broke it down, Maire would have to go with them, and he had no idea how to keep her safe. He couldn't follow her everywhere she went for the unforeseeable future. It would grate on her and their relationship.

      He huddled deeper into his jacket, the cold wind seeping into his bones. Everything had been so simple living with the earl, though it was a lonely life. He'd never thought he'd find a woman he'd want to share his future with. Had never looked for one. The first time he stepped through the fog, he never expected to return home. Now home was anywhere Maire was. And being Finn's sister, Maire would never rest until they found Finn. And he would never let AJ go back alone.

      There had only been one option, and he would have to wrestle with his own fears. She might chafe at his actions, but once they stepped through the fog, Maire would have a permanent bodyguard. And if it strains what they had together—so be it. Her safety was more important than his happiness.

      He stared at the drive for another hour before the chill drove him back inside. When he trudged back to the kitchen, Stella stood in front of the coffee pot, bouncing with impatience as she waited for the final drips to finish. She glanced at him, her brows drawn, her expression unsure. When he nodded, the worry lines disappeared, and she returned her vigilance to the coffeemaker.

      Helen, who looked pale and withdrawn, struggled to smile. She looked nothing like the sparkling person she'd been at her birthday party, which, in this timeline, had been only a week ago. Stella refilled the mugs before sitting next to Helen, patting the older woman's hand. Helen immediately grasped the proffered hand and studied Ethan as if she was waiting for the worst possible news.

      Adam stood in front of the bay window but returned to his chair when he noticed Ethan had returned.

      "Why do I feel you've been planning something behind my back?" Ethan asked as he lifted his cup and tasted the fresh brew. He gazed at the three of them over the top of his mug as they huddled around the table.

      "Because you're a smart man." Stella's other hand fidgeted, and she kept glancing at the paper napkins on the table.

      Ethan forced back a grin. She was dying to release Helen's grip and return to making her little birds.

      "It's not that we've gone behind your back, per se," Adam started.

      Ethan waved him off. "It's because I've been too stubborn to listen, is that it?" When no one suggested otherwise, he blew out a sigh. "It's not that I don't want to do something about Finn. I just wanted to give him time to find his own way back."

      "So that you wouldn't have to go get him?" Adam asked.

      Ethan sat back, shocked at the truth of what they thought of him. "There's never been a question of whether or not Maire and I would return."

      Adam and Stella exchanged glances.

      "That's not the impression we got from your brooding." Stella hunched forward, her intent gaze trying to read some underlying meaning in his response.

      "Maire and I don't belong here." He brushed his hair back, unwilling to voice his true fear. He wasn't superstitious, but he couldn't help believing if he shared his concern for Maire out loud, something horrible was doomed to happen. "I didn't want AJ going back." He shrugged. "I'd hoped Finn would have found a way home on his own. Since he hasn't…"

      No one questioned what he was thinking. They'd all known, though no one would say it out loud.

      "AJ is stronger than she looks." Helen's calm voice surprised him, but apparently not the other two, who simply nodded in agreement. Helen's cool brown gaze held a steel edge he hadn't expected nor seen until now. "I know something of loss. As much as it still crushes me to remember the day the state trooper came to my door to tell me about Joseph. As horrible as his death was, I had a body to bury. He was there for me to say goodbye." A tear slipped down her face. "It was the hardest thing I'd ever done, burying my husband. But something I had to live through." She glanced at Adam. "For my family."

      She released Stella's hand and leaned toward Ethan. "All AJ has been left with is a mystery. Is Finn alive and, for some reason, unable to find his way home? Or is he dead? As much as I don't want her to leave, knowing she may never return…" She paused when her voice hitched, and she blinked away the tears. "His loss will haunt her. She'll eventually return to her life, but she'll forever be watching the sea, wondering if her husband will return."

      As much as he wanted to argue, he knew Helen was right. Had always known as each day turned to the next and the fog never appeared.

      "She'll end up like that old geezer who built the McDowell house. Staring out to sea, quietly going mad." Stella seemed calmer, her hands now free to fold her origami figures.

      "Just like the old fool that lived here at the inn, closed off in the upper rooms, still watching for Japanese Zeros long after the war had ended," Adam added. "Only instead of the Zeros, she'll be watching for the strange fog like we've been doing all week."

      "Sometimes I think love isn't worth the pain." Ethan hadn't meant to say the words out loud, but he couldn't stop the fear that clamped a cold hand over his heart and squeezed until he could barely breathe. He knew they had to go back, knew Maire and he didn't belong in this time. But Maire's knowledge made her vulnerable.

      "Of course, it is," Helen barked, waking Ethan out of his stupor. "It's everything—pain, happiness, irritation, bliss, anger, and passion. You can't have just one side of love. It simply doesn't work that way."

      Ethan gave her a sad smile. "I know. I think I've felt every one of those emotions since I've known Maire." He moved his coffee cup out of the way and placed his elbows on the table. He hesitated, then decided to tell them the whole story. It was something he should have shared with them as soon as they'd returned, but their focus had been on AJ and Maire. "We haven't told you everything about that evening, other than we had to flee without Finn." He picked up his cup again, more to have something to do with his hands than needing any more coffee. "We'd been surrounded. Dugan's men had been waiting for us."

      "Someone betrayed you?" Adam appeared startled.

      Ethan nodded. "It's the only explanation."

      "Beckworth?"

      Ethan shrugged. "Unknown, but likely. We had a tight team. Everyone had worked together before. The only team members we didn't know well were the people Beckworth brought in."

      "Could it have been someone from that other man…what was his name? Hensley?" Stella laid down the origami, her focus solely on this new information.

      "I don't see how." Ethan ran a hand through his hair, then sat back. This particular topic had been just as frustrating as wondering what had happened to Finn. "Hensley's men didn't arrive until the day before the ball. They were told the basics, but none of the details."

      "You had mentioned earlier that Dugan's men knew where to find the coach. Is it possible someone spotted it being driven someplace it shouldn't have gone and just suspected something was up?" Adam asked.

      Ethan studied Adam. He kept forgetting Adam was a lawyer with a logical mind that would have come in handy when they'd planned their assault on Waverly. "I supposed anything is possible. But the guards were all over the manor, searching rooms." He stopped, remembering something Maire had told him when she first found Ethan and AJ running from the manor.

      "Tell us," Stella said, obviously recognizing he'd remembered something.

      "It was when Maire ran into us and told us the coach had been compromised. I'd asked where everyone else was. She said Finn had changed plans. He decided it would be better if they split up. He worried about someone catching them with both the book and the stone he carried. So he told Maire to leave the manor a different way and meet us at the carriage. If that was impossible, she was to find Eleanor and hide until it was safe to leave."

      "And what does that tell us?" Adam asked.

      "If Beckworth was the one who betrayed us, why would he be okay with Maire leaving when both she and the book were within his grasp?"

      "My thoughts exactly," AJ said as she marched to the table and sat down several paper bags infused with tantalizing aromas.

      For a moment, everyone appeared startled. They had been so engrossed in Ethan's story, no one heard the car arrive, the front door, or the rustling bags.

      "That's why you raced out of here like ghosts were chasing you. Dinner?" Stella chided.

      "Not the only reason. I had a few other things to pick up."

      They all stood and stared as Maire lumbered into the room, dragging two duffels. After dropping them, she moved into Ethan's open arms and kissed his cheek. "We weren't sure Ethan would play along with all his brooding. So we thought it best to wait until we had everything we needed."

      AJ pulled paper containers from the bags. "Let's eat. Then we'll share what Maire and I have been up to."

      Ethan could only stare at AJ. Her stoic resolve was gone. She moved with purpose, and appeared more vibrant and fierce than she had before the masquerade ball. He knew that look. She was prepared for battle.
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      Ethan picked through the two duffels. "What's all this?"

      "Weapons. I thought that would be obvious." AJ shrugged with an apologetic smile at Ethan's raised brows. She hadn't meant to be flippant, and she forced her shoulders to relax. Another few hours were all she needed. She placed two maps and a single sheet of note paper on the table.

      Maire worked behind Ethan, restoring the duffels to order after he'd rifled through them.

      "We have to assume Eleanor, and possibly Bart, have been compromised." She paused. "Worst case, they're dead."

      She glanced first at her mother and then at Stella. Discussing time travel like it was an everyday occurrence was one thing, talking about dead bodies and brandishing weapons was quite another. Yet neither woman batted an eye, though her mom did look a little queasy. Time was of the essence. The clock continued to tick away in her head, its icy hands abrasive on her frayed nerves. She would have jumped back immediately, but Ethan was adamant about giving Finn more time. It was Maire who forced her hand.

      Maire had insisted they give her time to translate the rest of the grimoire, loosely known as the druid's book. AJ gave Ethan and Adam copies of the stolen letters that spoke of Langdon, a high-placed earl who worked with William Pitt in the war effort against France. Langdon had been lifelong friends to Sir Ratliff.

      Long ago, during the Reign of Terror in France, shortly after the French Revolution, Sebastian and the Prior of the monastery had been worried about the theft of ancient artifacts from churches. To protect the torc, which held the six druid stones, and The Book of Stones, the two men had split the book into three parts. They scattered the torc, the three sections of book, and five of the druid stones deep within the underground rooms and secret passages of the monastery. The only exception had been the Heart Stone, the largest of the six stones, and the one they'd thought controlled the other stones. The monks felt the stone might be too powerful by itself, so the Prior sent it to an old friend in England, Sir Ratliff, to protect. That single act would eventually form the chain of women, referred to as the Keepers of the Stone. Through the generations, these women passed down the Heart Stone to their daughters and granddaughters, protecting and disguising it until it was mistakenly sold to AJ earlier that year.  Her singular purchase launched AJ into the crazy world of time travel, a mad duke, and the arms of the dashing, if irritating, Captain Finn Murphy—the love of her life.

      Just another day in the neighborhood.

      Though the duke had been killed, his son, Reginald, who turned out to be Beckworth's half-brother, returned to England with one of the smaller druid stones. He'd also found the grimoire and had begun practicing druid magic, or so he thought. His goal had been to learn the secrets of time travel. To that end, he'd somehow discovered Ratliff had that century's Heart Stone. Ratliff ended up dead, no doubt by Reginald's hands, but the Heart Stone was still safe with Ratliff's daughter, Elizabeth. The letters found in Reginald's office spoke of Langdon, a family friend of Ratliff and the bearer of the surname of the first Keeper of the Stone. The letters included his daily routines and travel plans. AJ, and most of the team, assumed Langdon was being targeted. What Reginald hoped to gain was simple, he had his sights on the Heart Stone. The question was, why did he believe Langdon knew anything about it? AJ had overheard Adam and Ethan discuss the letters, but neither man had come up with a definitive guess.

      Helen leaned over the maps. "What are these maps?"

      "This must be Waverly." Stella laid down a half-formed origami figure and tapped one of the maps. Her head was pressed near Helen's as they both studied it. Then Stella pointed to a spot lower on the map. "This is the town?" She glanced up at AJ, who just nodded.

      Adam pulled the map away from Stella and positioned both maps in the middle of the table, forcing everyone to lean over so they could all look together.

      "Corsham," Maire confirmed. "It's about five miles southeast of Waverly."

      AJ stared at her mother and Stella. These two women were her rock. If she'd asked them to go back to help find Finn, they would. They'd get themselves killed, but just the knowledge they'd do anything to help family was enough. She pulled up a chair next to Maire. "Using the Heart Stone incantation to go back will probably land us in France again." She glanced at Maire, who gave her a firm nod. "We think we should use Ethan's stone and incantation. That should take us directly to England. The question is, will it take us back to Hereford where Ethan last used his incantation, or will it take us back to Waverly Manor where he last jumped with the stone?"

      All eyes turned to Maire. She shrugged. "This isn't science. There are still many things we don't know about the stones. The only thing I believe is that his stone should return us to England. That is how the stones worked when Finn first took AJ back. He arrived where he first jumped—the cottage in Ireland."

      "But you modified the incantations," Ethan interjected.

      "True. But I don't think they specifically modified how the stones interacted—starting point to return point. I think it just made the jumps more accurate, less scattered in time if you will." She shrugged again. "It's all speculation, of course."

      "Of course," Ethan muttered.

      "So why do you think Ethan's stone would take you back to Waverly? You used the Heart Stone's incantation to bring you back home." Adam stood to pace, hands in his pockets. He only made it as far as the bay window, where he stopped to stare out to sea.

      "Wouldn't landing at Waverly be a problem?" Stella asked. "That's kind of like landing in the heart of the Death Star."

      "That could definitely be a problem," Ethan agreed.

      "It's not like anyone would be expecting us." AJ understood Ethan's concerns. He'd be overly cautious whenever Maire was involved, which also meant he'd catch any gaps in the plan they hadn't thought of. "We were a fair distance from the manor, deep in the woods. If we expect the same three-month time gap for the week we've been back, which the last two jumps have confirmed, then it will be spring. The leaves will be out, which will provide more cover."

      "Except for the strange fog." Adam rocked back and forth in full lawyer mode. "I would think they'd remember that."

      AJ ran her hands over her face before pushing her hair back. She knew they needed to walk through the problems—there were plenty of them. She'd been on slow burn ever since Maire had convinced her to wait until the grimoire had been translated. Her anxiety had been hidden under the numbness of Finn's fate. Until now.

      "Look. I know there are problems with either stone and incantation we use. Worst case, even using Ethan's stone, we could end up back at the monastery. Then we'd have to wait for one of the smuggler ships, preferably the Daphne Marie." She stopped and caught her breath. "Assuming Jamie made it out of Waverly." She cleared her throat. "But I don't want to wait weeks or months to get back to England. We have to take the best chance to get to England the fastest way possible, and that leaves Ethan's stone. If we end up in Hereford, we'll be at the earl's estate and can make plans with the earl and Thomas." She paused. "Assuming Thomas survived."

      The thought that none of the team had made it out alive quieted the group.

      "So, let's find the safest plan in case you arrive at Waverly." Adam returned to the table and leaned over the maps. He took a quick look at the map of Waverly and Corsham, then pushed it aside to focus on the second map, which represented a closer look at the grounds of Waverly and the inside of the manor. "Where were you when you jumped?"

      "Here." Maire pointed.

      Adam absently checked his pockets as he noted the spot where Maire had laid her finger. "Okay. And that's all forested?"

      "For the most part." Ethan ran his finger across the backside of the estate. "The tree line runs along here. There are other trees in the garden and small alcoves, all places we might be able to hide."

      Adam glanced around the table, then checked his pockets again. "I need a pen."

      Stella jumped up and pulled paper, several pens, and a pencil from a side drawer. She tossed them on the table, then refilled cups. "You arrive on foot, and what, hike to someplace safe?"

      "Depends on what we find." Ethan ran his finger along an imaginary line. "We might be able to skirt the trees to the west of the estate."

      Adam grabbed the pencil and drew a line from their possible reentry point along the line Ethan had shown. "Where's the stable?"

      "It was here." He pointed to a spot northwest of the manor.

      "Will they have fixed it by now?" AJ asked.

      Ethan nodded. "They'll need someplace to keep the horses. The base of the building was stone. With the foundation still in place, it wouldn't take them long to rebuild."

      "Dugan has more than enough men to have it rebuilt quickly. But he'll still have guards on constant patrol." Maire's tone held an edge. It came out whenever she spoke of Dugan.

      AJ held the same anger toward the despicable man. Dugan would be a problem. AJ almost sneered, wondering who would put a sword through that man. "Beckworth mentioned that Dugan liked to change the patrols. Different times and rotation of men."

      "How far to another manor or farm?" Stella asked.

      AJ stared at Ethan and Maire. The only places she remembered were Eleanor and Bart's farmhouses. There were other neighbors, but she'd never paid attention.

      "They're scattered but get closer toward town," Maire responded.

      "We could walk the five miles." AJ pointed toward the back of the estate. "There's a road on the far side of the manor. We rode in from that direction when Beckworth led us to the building where Maire was being held. We traveled from the west. I assume the road continued toward town."

      "Agreed. This close to Corsham, most roads would point toward the town or connect to another road that heads that way." Ethan glanced at Maire then AJ. "But you don't want to go directly to town."

      She sighed. It would be so tempting to check the building where Maire had been held. If only to check for guards. She noticed Maire's tight lips. Though Maire had been eating better since their arrival, the dark circles under her eyes proved how little sleep she'd been getting, her entire focus spent translating the grimoire.

      AJ's reluctance to push Maire had frayed her own patience. What she wanted to do was take a couple of AK-47s back with them and just blow everyone away until she found Finn. Every morning she had to talk herself down. She knew it was her own frustration and idleness, but the thought helped get her through each day.

      She couldn't help but smile at her last thought before refocusing on her plan. Ethan had to agree to it. "We need to play it safe. We can't afford to let Dugan or Reginald know we're back. If there are too many of Dugan's men about, we get the hell out of there. But if for some reason the guard is light, we should make an attempt to check out the building where they kept Maire." She hated to beg but, if she had to, she'd grovel on her knees for Finn. "We only need to see if it's guarded to know if someone's being held there." She held Ethan's gaze.

      He nodded before returning to the map. His reluctant agreement should have calmed her, but it didn't. Did he think they were on a fool's mission to rescue a dead man? A painful stab slammed into her chest, and she pushed out the breath she'd been holding.

      Ethan shrugged, as if reading AJ's concern. "We'd just have to come back to check. If it's not far, and we have the opportunity, we should take it. Then we go to town and get horses."

      "How far away is Hereford?" Stella asked.

      "I remember someone mentioning it was a two-day ride." Adam stared at the map where Hereford and Bristol had been written in.

      "A hard two days," Ethan confirmed.

      "Hensley is less than a day away." AJ pointed to a spot just east of Bristol. "After we get horses, or maybe a horse and cart, that's where we go."
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      AJ wiped tears from her eyes. She couldn't remember how long it had been since she'd laughed so hard. A tinge of guilt swept over her, but she tucked it away. Once their plan had been thoroughly discussed, the group turned to the savory aromas seeping from the paper takeout containers. The maps and grimoire were moved aside, temporarily forgotten while Adam and Stella shared tales of family misadventures. One or two, to Ethan's dismay, included him.

      She had forgotten how well Adam could weave a tale. His animated stories reminded AJ of their father, and she had no doubt he'd mastered his skill through bedtime stories with his children. Adam shared his first meetings with Finn and how terrified he'd been of the man, but he added his own brand of humor that made Maire laugh so hard she blew tea out of her nose. That made everyone laugh harder. And while the laughter might have been dampened by her imminent departure, AJ knew the stories were cathartic for all of them.

      After dinner, with the kitchen cleaned and another pot of coffee emptied by the team, the seriousness of the next hour reclaimed them.

      "Why don't you wait until the early morning, like four? You won't have to wait too long for daybreak," Helen suggested as AJ dressed in pants she'd found at a thrift shop that were passable for the early eighteen hundreds.

      AJ had also found a shirt, but it had been too pristine. She'd doused it with coffee, wine, and anything else she thought would leave hard-to-get-out stains. Then she ripped it and cut a hole in the fabric before practicing her sewing skills to repair it. After washing the shirt and approving of its well-worn appearance, AJ repeated her efforts on the pants. Once she was happy, she added the extended secret pockets she'd designed before, making a few enhancements.

      She'd scrounged for the most comfortable shoes that would be passable without too many questions. If they could make their way back to Eleanor's, she'd have more clothing, but she couldn't depend on that. Even with the anticipated loss of three months, Dugan was sure to have a guard or two watching the old farmhouse.

      "We hope to arrive at night. If we don't, we'll have to find a place to hide. Moving around the estate will be easier in the dark and give us more time to attempt the stables. If we end up having to walk to Corsham, it would also be safer at night."

      AJ finished tying her shoes and faced her mother. Her expression was one AJ had hoped to never see again, split between loss and stoicism. The two women moved silently, drawn instinctively to want to protect the other, and their long embrace tempered the two years they'd spent such little time together. They both still grieved the loss of a father and a husband. Joseph Moore's departure had created a gulf between the two, and both had to find a way to heal in their own way. Now AJ was leaving with no guarantee of her return.

      A knock at the door broke them apart.

      "I'm sorry to interrupt." Stella remained in the doorway. "Ethan's getting anxious."

      AJ wiped her eyes and snorted. "Do you remember the first time we met him? He'd always seemed a little broody, but he smiled more."

      "That was before he fell in love." Stella laughed.

      AJ retrieved her dagger from the dresser and stuffed it in the secret pocket of her pants. Then she picked up a single sheet of paper and turned to face the women.

      "I made a list."

      Stella and Helen glanced at each other and drew closer as AJ approached, handing the page to her mom. Helen grabbed the paper and leaned toward Stella so they could read it together.

      They both stared at AJ, but Helen spoke first. "I don't understand. These look like tourist sites or old estates in England and northern France. And there's some town in Ireland?"

      AJ nodded.

      Stella looked over Helen's shoulder. "What are these symbols?" She pointed to the bottom of the page.

      "They're Celtic. It spells Mórdha, which, if I never told you, was the root word for Moore."

      "They're a message," Stella whispered.

      "For what?" Helen asked, then she drew silent. "Places where you might leave a message if you don't return."

      AJ nodded, tears filling her eyes. "I want you to know that we were okay but, for whatever reason, couldn't return home."
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        * * *

      

      Ethan stood at the end of the dock, his legs wide as if braced for waves on the deck of a ship, his arms folded across his chest. The wind had picked up after dinner, but down in the small bay, only a minor breeze ruffled his hair. He'd changed into the breeches, waistcoat, and jacket he'd worn to the ball. The footsteps and chatter reached his ears long before the group arrived at the dock.

      He didn't turn, but kept staring out to sea, playing out possible scenarios of what they might find when they arrived. Reginald and Dugan might have suspected the three of them had escaped the masquerade ball by traveling through time. If the thought had occurred to them, Reginald and Dugan wouldn't know when they might return. Three months was a long time to maintain a shift of guards in the woods, but Dugan had proved to be unconventional in his tactics.

      There was only one decision—arrive prepared for battle. It might be overkill, but they had to survive the first five minutes of disorientation. The fog was unrelenting in its treatment of a traveler. After all his trips, the jumps never got easier. He rested his hand on the hilt of his sword. He'd asked Maire to carry a primed pistol. It was dangerous, especially through the fog, but she was an expert with the flintlock, and she'd instantly agreed with his request. He laughed at the memory, and his chest filled with overwhelming warmth. He was pretty sure she'd arrived at the same decision before he ever asked.

      The women had bantered about the best way to arm AJ. The bow had been Maire's first thought, but if anyone waited for them, it would be close-quarter fighting. AJ was good with the bow but not practiced enough for quick release. While AJ and Maire had been busy with their plans, believing Ethan had been wallowing in his own thoughts, he'd been busy preparing for their return. AJ's weapon of choice was her dagger, and she always kept it close. Over time, she'd improved her throwing techniques. Ethan had traveled up and down the coast, buying several smaller daggers appropriate for throwing. There were several things he loved about this century, the espresso machine being top of his list. He also enjoyed movies, and they'd given him inspiration. He devised a strap for AJ to wear over her shoulder and across her chest, where she could store the new daggers for easy reach. She would keep her main dagger in her pocket as a last resort.

      When he turned to the group, his instinct and readiness for battle surged, along with his heart when he spotted Maire and AJ. Even with the heavy duffel, Maire held her head high, a look of determination making her face glow. AJ's expression was grim, her shoulder harness strapped tightly over her chest with bits of silver seeping from the holstered daggers. If anyone had run into the two women as they appeared now, Ethan was sure the person would cross the street. Stories of the Valkyries came to mind, along with the Wagner music AJ had played for him during an earlier jump. He only hoped the slain bodies they retrieved would be Dugan's men.

      Helen, Adam, and Stella chattered nonstop. He expected tears, and maybe they would still come, but the three staying behind appeared as full of purpose as the rest of them. In some way, their wait would be harder.

      He couldn't take his eyes from Maire. She dressed in her scullery maid clothes, minus Eleanor's artful makeup. She was stunning. Her wheat-colored hair was tied back in a tight bun, which only emphasized her high cheekbones. She'd gained additional weight in the last week, filling in the shadows, her cheeks rosy from the chill in the air.

      When AJ stepped away from the group toward the middle of the dock, Maire hefted her duffel and joined her. Ethan left his lone spot and walked past the women to shake Adam's hand.

      "If all goes well, this should be the last time we meet." Ethan studied Adam's face. He'd changed since they'd first met. Though Adam had always been a good father, he had finally taken on the role of patriarch for the Moore family. Not to run the family, but to have everyone's back when needed. The distance Helen, Adam, and AJ had placed between themselves after the death of Joseph had disappeared. Their secrets had been laid bare, leaving a new understanding of who they each were. They were stronger for it.

      He hugged Stella. "I think I'll miss you most of all."

      "I knew it." Her grip was tight. While still holding her close, he pulled Helen in with his other arm and gave her a light hug. He bent his head, placed a kiss on both of their foreheads, and whispered, "I promise. Whatever it takes. I'll send AJ back home to you."
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      Corsham, England - 1804

      

      AJ pulled her hat down as she inched her way into the mercantile behind an older woman who moved in time with the swing of her scarred cane. Thump, then slide, as the cane dragged across the uneven wooden floor. Each thump made AJ cringe. She thought the old woman would be a good person to follow. Most people had merely glanced and nodded at her when she ambled up the sidewalk. She'd expected the same simple acknowledgment at the mercantile, but it seemed several other women had been waiting for her.

      Just her luck to have followed the town gossip. With each continued thump, AJ was sure someone would notice her. After gaining several feet into the store, she stepped behind a stack of crates to stare at a bin of root vegetables, waiting for someone to call after her. No one did. The old woman was surrounded, everyone talking at once. The store owner, Mr. Covington, trailed after the group, probably hoping to glean new information to share with his customers throughout the day.

      Her visits to the apothecary and the inn told her nothing. After edging around the smithy without anyone noticing her, she'd worked up the courage to try the mercantile. Ethan worried she'd be recognized, considering her visits months earlier asking about Maire. Maire had applied a layer of dirt to AJ's face, making her appear more boyish, and advised her to round her shoulders and hunch. As if AJ didn't have enough to think about, now she had to focus on how to walk.

      Their trip back to England had been quick and exactly as they'd planned. When the fog had come, blinding white light and horrendous nausea notwithstanding, Maire's incantation with Ethan's stone had placed them almost to the spot of where they'd last left Waverly. Once they'd been able to stand without puking, Maire had wiped her mouth and gloated.

      "See? Right where I said we'd be."

      Ethan and AJ glanced at each other with a slight grin.

      If anyone waited for them, they could've easily taken the three of them while they emptied their stomachs. Ethan turned in a circle, one hand brandishing his sword, the other out in a gesture for the women to stay back. Maire had pulled out her pistol. When no one approached, he sheathed the sword. "If anyone was here, they've run like frightened rabbits."

      "I'm pretty sure I'd do the same thing standing in the dark while three people magically appeared out of some mysterious fog." AJ ran a hand over her shoulder harness and the array of daggers, enjoying the extra armament and comfortable fit. She had to admit—she felt like a ninja.

      "If someone was here, they've run to signal the alarm. We should get moving." Maire pocketed her pistol and turned for the stables.

      "Wait." Ethan reached for her arm, but she grabbed his instead.

      "We agreed to try for the stables. If someone was sounding an alarm, I think we'd still hear his screaming." Maire sprinted away.

      AJ shrugged at Ethan's questioning glance before racing after Maire.

      With his slight curse, mumbled loud enough for AJ to hear, Ethan brought up the rear. Maire darted from tree to tree when they reached the more open landscape of the estate. Breathing hard, AJ bumped next to Maire behind a small outbuilding. They had reached the western edge of the estate with both the manor house and, as Ethan had speculated, the rebuilt stables in view. They had arrived in darkness, as they'd hoped, but had no indication to the exact time.

      "I don't see any light in the manor, so it must be past midnight but not early enough for the kitchen staff." Ethan edged in front of Maire.

      "And the moon is nothing more than a sliver low on the horizon. Seems we've caught a bit of luck." Maire began to move out, but Ethan stayed her arm.

      "Me this time. Let me take care of anyone that might be in the stables." And without waiting for an argument, he ran for the building.

      When Maire rolled her eyes, AJ chuckled.

      "You have to let him do something," she chided.

      "There was a time I wouldn't question his constant need to do everything. I don't know if it was all those months being locked away or your influence. But it has become rather annoying waiting for a man to do what I can do for myself."

      "Yeah. I'm afraid that feeling will never go away."

      "How did you work through that with my brother? He's as protective as Ethan."

      AJ smirked. "I'm still working on that. It helps to not always be storming into danger or running for our lives."

      "Point taken." Maire nodded.

      Thirty minutes later, the back of the stable opened, and the shadow of a man led three saddled horses into the open. The women didn't hesitate and, after a quick scan of the area, broke into a jog toward Ethan. AJ closed the stable doors as Maire mounted a horse. Ethan waited for AJ to mount before swinging onto the third horse.

      Ethan forced them to maintain a slow pace as they walked the horses down the tree-lined drive away from Waverly.

      When they were far enough away, AJ asked, "Was there anyone in the stables?"

      He shook his head. "No. I'm beginning to wonder if there are any guards here at all. There were only six horses."

      "Maybe it wasn't a good idea to take them."

      "Maybe. But if we're discovered, I'd rather rely on a horse than nimble feet."

      The women hadn't argued. After leaving Waverly, AJ had been tempted to check Eleanor's farmhouse but decided it was too risky to investigate without daylight.

      Dawn was on the horizon by the time they reached the edges of Corsham. They positioned themselves behind the old brick building where Beckworth had waited for her the previous times she'd entered the town. AJ waited until the sounds from town grew, suggesting it would be easier to enter unnoticed. Leaving her shoulder harness and horse behind, she practiced her hunched walk as she entered town. She kept her head down and stuck close to the buildings, hoping to eavesdrop where she could.

      A high-pitched laugh woke her from her musings, and she stepped closer to the group of women. If there was something interesting happening in town, this was where she would hear it. Then she noticed Covington's heated gaze as he followed her movements. He'd been the one who'd given her the cryptic message months before to stay away from town. At the time, AJ assumed he was trying to protect Eleanor. Had something changed since then? Did something happen to that dear woman, all because of them?

      She would never get close enough to the women to hear anything of value with Covington watching her. After selecting a few items, she screwed up her courage and placed them on the counter. She kept her head down as Covington totaled the sum. She slid a few coins Ethan had given her across the counter, grabbed her packaged purchase, and remembered to hunch her shoulders on her way out. She felt the man's eyes on her back until she cleared the door.

      Holding her package close, she decided to return to Ethan and Maire. They could eat and regroup. She made it past the first alley and had planned on turning down the second one when a gruff hand wrapped around her waist, lifting her a few inches off the ground, while a hand covered her mouth. They were around the corner of a building and down the alley before she realized what was happening and began to struggle.

      She kicked her legs and planted a solid hit to a knee. They went down. A man's voice yelped a curse in her ear as they hit the hard ground. Unfortunately, she landed first, and it knocked the wind out of her. She pushed up, only needing enough space to reach a throwing dagger, but he was too heavy.

      The man grunted when she elbowed him in the ribs. Her hand reached the dagger, but she froze at the man's mumbled words.

      "God's blood, woman. Please don't stab me again."

      "Beckworth?" AJ twisted so she could get a better look as her captor's grip loosened.

      They untangled themselves, and she dragged herself away, turning to sit, one hand still in her pocket.

      Beckworth leaned against the building, or at least what she could recognize of him. He had a short beard, unruly and unkempt. His hair had grown long and was thick with dirt. He'd lost some weight from a previously slim frame, but when she caught his gaze, his cornflower-blue eyes sparkled with amusement.

      "It took you bloody good time to return."
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      AJ stared. Her mouth was probably open in shock, and she wiped it, just to check. "What are you doing here?"

      "Besides waiting for you?" He stood, brushed himself off, pulled at the sleeves of his filthy overcoat, then reached down to grab her hand and help her up. He gave her a once-over. "Newer clothes." He reached out and tapped at one of the holes she sewed up. "I assume you made these holes. Nice to see you've learned a thing or two from Eleanor."

      "Is she all right?" AJ braced herself for the worst, and she had dozens of more questions, but she had to know this one thing.

      When he nodded, she almost felt dizzy with relief.

      "I sent her to London for a few weeks, but she returned and has been staying with a friend. She couldn't abide London, even when I set her up in a nice townhouse. She can return home, but I wanted to wait another week. To be sure."

      Elated to hear Eleanor was safe and partly relieved to know Beckworth had seen to her safety, she asked the next question everyone would want to know. She shoved her hands into her pockets and stared at her feet. When she gained enough courage, she glanced up.

      Beckworth arched a brow and waited. When it seemed she wasn't going to ask, he sighed. "I suppose you want to know if I'm the one who betrayed you."

      She blinked. Then she returned to studying her shoes, embarrassed by having to ask. He had been Ethan and Maire's first guess, but the more everyone thought about it, it hadn't made sense. But with Beckworth, one never knew.

      "I'm sorry I have to ask." Her tone seemed to confirm her words because Beckworth held out a hand, the first time he'd ever done that.

      She stared at it for only a moment before grasping it and meeting his gaze. Her breath stuck in her throat and, if he didn't answer soon, she'd pass out from lack of oxygen.

      "I swear to you, it wasn't me. It was Dodger."

      AJ stumbled back a step, now grateful she'd taken his hand because he pulled her close and grabbed her shoulder to steady her.

      "Dodger?" She pulled her hands away, crossing her arms across her chest, feeling a cold breeze.

      "Yes. I'll explain everything, but we should find a safer place. It's not quite as dangerous since Reginald left Waverly a few days ago, but he'll be back soon. His men usually scour the town before he arrives."

      "How did you even know I was here?"

      "I've had the townspeople watching for you. We began to wonder if you'd return, but then I remembered the time difference. How long has it been for you?"

      "A week."

      He nodded, his gaze on a distant point before he refocused on her. "Someone thought they saw you at the inn earlier. I could have followed all the sightings, but figured you'd go to the mercantile before leaving town. You're not alone, are you?"

      "No. Ethan and Maire are with me."

      He nodded again. "Thought they might have vanished with you."

      "They're at the old building."

      He glanced down and retrieved the package of food, somewhat squashed from the two of them landing on it. He brushed it off and handed it to her. "Then let's be off."

      She grabbed his arm again. "Finn?"

      He wouldn't look at her. When she tugged at his arm again, he placed a hand over hers.

      She'd turned stone cold, now sorry she'd asked.

      He lifted her chin. His face didn't hold the pity she'd been expecting. His gaze was earnest. "Now, don't go thinking the worst. I believe he's still alive."
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        * * *

      

      Ethan paced along the narrow trail that ran the length of the old crumbling building. The path continued on both ends of the building, the one to the south heading into the trees, the other leading toward town. The building wasn't the most isolated of places, but if Beckworth had used it before, it was probably safe. But who knew what was safe when it involved Beckworth?

      AJ didn't believe Beckworth had betrayed them, but he wasn't convinced. Yet, Maire had been right. Based on her version of Beckworth's actions the night of the ball, it made no sense to let her leave with the druid book if he was the one who turned on them. Ethan had to get word to the earl and Hensley. If anyone else had made it out of the fray, they might discover the truth.

      "Come sit with me," Maire called from under a young elm tree.

      "Is my pacing bothering you?"

      She smiled, her soft green eyes crinkling at the corners. "It's a beautiful spring day, and we're alone. Let's enjoy each other's company before the state of affairs crushes us."

      He laughed and joined her. He wrapped an arm around her and kissed her temple. "There's the doom and gloom of the Irish I've come to expect."

      She punched his side. "It's not without merit, our history notwithstanding. But we don't know what happened the night of the ball. How many we lost. What's happened since."

      "I know you're worried about Finn. We'll know soon." He lifted her chin and plucked a strand of hair that had caught on the edge of her lips.

      He kissed her. He'd meant for a light kiss. Reassurance that confirmed he'd be there for her, regardless of what they discovered. He hadn't expected the heat of her return kiss, the touch of her tongue on his lips seeking more.

      He shifted as he brought her close, the kiss deepening as he responded to Maire's urgent need. He let her take the lead. She ran her hands up his chest then over his shoulders before her fingers moved through his hair. He couldn't stop the rumble of a growl as he pressed her close. He kept one hand around her waist as the other ran over the finely shaped bum underneath her dress.

      He squeezed it, heard her own mumble of desire, and casually wondered how much time they had before AJ's return.

      "Good to see you're keeping watch so no one sneaks up on you."

      The two sprang apart as if they'd been doused in icy water.

      Beckworth broke out in a hearty laugh, his expression full of amusement. He winked at Maire.

      AJ's blush deepened, and she dropped her gaze, digging her toe in the dirt. Her grin widened when she finally glanced up. "I found Beckworth."
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