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CHAPTER ONE
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Time was running out. 

Abby wasn’t sure why this thought was so troubling, or where the strong conviction of being on borrowed time came from. But that peculiar feeling filled her to the brim, and refused to dissipate. Time. She was intimately familiar with it, never feared it before. Never thought about it as anything but a kind force that brought her through the curtain of space to the only place where she belonged. The place where she found true happiness.

A willing time-traveler, she jumped through the time portal last year with a reckless determination to follow her dream to become an artist. 

A mere girl of twenty, she arrived in the twenty-first century, confused, and a bit scared, but exhilarated. As her newly found freedom filled Abby to the brim, she plunged with an abandon into the midst of a modern society, so shockingly different from her own. She thrived in it. She had finally found her place, her time, and her family. Daisy, Alex, Verochka. They accepted her into the fold of the Morris family, and made her feel welcomed and cherished and loved. Except for Alex, that thorn in her behind. He made her feel confused. And bewildered. He made her yearn, and dream, and hope. 

Merde.

Because of him, she stayed in California, and regretted it ever since.

Time was running away.

Where did this thought come from? Why was it so disconcerting?

A ticking clock inside her head urged her to move, to do something. 

But what? 

Abby paced her bedroom, fully awake despite the late hour. She glanced at the clock on the nightstand. Almost morning. 

God, why was she so restless? Her mind buzzed. Her nerves quivered. 

Maybe if she snuggled under the covers? Maybe then that frightening urgency might go away.

The comfortable antique four poster bed beaconed with a promise of oblivion. She stretched out, rolled to her left, rolled to her right but her attempts to rest failed miserably. Sleep eluded her. 

Abandoning all pretense of relaxation, she shoved the duvet aside, swung her legs to the carpet, and paced again while she brooded. Her decision to stay in California was a mistake, a folly Abby regretted enormously. Like a stubborn brat, she dug in her heels, and refused to see anything beyond her pique. Overwhelmed by her success, lost and indecisive, she turned to the only person she trusted more than herself: Alex. But instead of telling her what to do next, he stepped aside, and left her to her own devises. 

That decision is yours, Princess.

To spite him, she grabbed the opportunity presented, and accepted the job in San Francisco. That’ll teach him to perceive her like a little girl! She was a grown woman who made her own choices. Wasn’t her audacious time jump the proof of that? The insufferable man! Who was he to treat Abigail Suzanne Coleman like a child?

Only he wasn’t. At that time, her temper clouded her senses, but as soon as it cooled off, Abby realized her foolishness. Alex offered her freedom to decide for herself. He respected her enough to trust her own judgment. 

Whatever you decide, I accept that, and always be there for you.

Too late. Why was she so blind? So stupid? So selfish? She acted like a little brat, and proved that she was indeed the infantile snob he accused her to be. 

The Princess. 

Oh, how she hated that blasted moniker! But she deserved it. 

Alex was right. As always. 

It grated on her, but truth was unyielding. And merciless.

She should have returned home with her family. She should have been there when Eli, that bossy brother she loved no matter what, and her best friend Daisy took their final leave to go back in time. She should have been stronger, and wiser, and more compassionate. But all of it was pointless now. 

What can she accomplish by berating herself? Regrets were useless. One thing was clear as day: she must act. Now. Because time was running out. 

Without hesitation, Abby stripped off her nightgown and snatched up the first thing she saw, blue shorts and a purple sweater. She grabbed her purse, then left the bedroom. The house was eerily silent. Star-kissed sky glimmered through the glass dome above. Her gaze skimmed over the Christmas tree with enough ornaments and lights to brighten a town square. It stood tall and majestic in the middle of the Great room. Only a few hours ago, the whole mansion was awash with lights, music, and laughter. The boisterous New Year’s party was at full swing when Abby found herself close to tears. Silly as it was, she longed to be far away, in another place, with different people. With her family.

The mistake she made became even more apparent when everybody was exchanging their first New Year kisses. The only person she wished to kiss was half-a-country away. Alex. Bereft, Abby slinked behind the Christmas tree, away from the watchful eyes of her hosts. They were nice people, the Rostoffs, and treated her with kindness. But they were not family. The disturbing ticktock of the clock inside her head became incessant. 

Time is running out. 

In the semi-darkness of the quiet house, Abby crept down the marble staircase.

Everyone was fast asleep. Even the dogs. She let out a sigh of relief. Thank goodness the pair of huge Shepherds and tiny Maximilian, that peculiar Hairless Chinese Crested dog, was nowhere in sight. Otherwise, how to explain her sudden urge to leave in the middle of the night? She wasn’t sure of the reason herself. But one thing she was certain of she must let the Rostoffs know of her decision, one way or another. She refused to sneak off like a thief. 

Abby stopped, and rummaged through the stuff in her large purse. The sketchbook! Yes, that will work. With hands that shook, she grabbed her ever-present pencil and scribbled a few words. Then she teared the page from the book, placed it on the small antique table where they were sure to find it. As quiet as possible, Abby opened the oversized cedar doors, and stepped outside. Later she planned to call Kat and apologize properly, but right now she must hurry. 

Time was running out.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Alex slammed the car door. Now what? Frustration that kept him up and running has ran its curse, replaced by brutal fear. Where was Abby? Where did she disappear to? And why so suddenly?

Last night, when he finally reached the Rostoff mansion, he was hit over the head with the shocking news that Abby had left. 

The older Mrs. Rostoff, drawn and pale, showed him the note.


Sorry, but I must leave at once. Thank you for your hospitality and kindness. 

Always yours, 

Abigail


He was familiar with Abby’s handwriting, so there was no doubt that the note was written by her. Alex’s heart squeezed. 

Dammit, she’s run away. 

But why? What prompted her to take such a drastic step?

Ushered inside, Alex found himself seated at the kitchen table, surrounded by bewildered and worried members of the Rostoff clan. They all looked at him, like he was the answer to their prayers. Freaking out was not an option, but Alex was close. Very close.  Abby. Alone. Somewhere. In the dark. God, was she scared? Hurt? Conjured out of fear, the pictures in his mind ran gamut from dread to terrifying horror. It was a nightmare. His hands shook. His heart ached. Alex gritted his teeth before he lost it.

Peter Rostoff was the only one who kept his cool during all this, making numerous phone calls. At last, he put his cell phone down and announced that there was no apparent reason for concern. Abby was not among the injured. Or worse. Thank God. So, that was the good news. The bad— she was nowhere to be found. Had she left under her own volition, or under duress? That was the million-dollar question. The head of the Rostoff’s clan suggested a call to the police. After some deliberation, it was discarded. As Peter, the logical son, pointed out, they had no proof of foul play. Abby was of legal age, and she left a note. So, the unanimous decision was to wait. 

Dammit all to hell and back.

His composure was frayed, his famous self-control all but shattered. 

Holding onto his sanity by sheer stubbornness, Alex refused the offer to stay in Rostoff’s mansion, and opted to head home. To lick his wounds in solitude, and wait. And hope beyond all hope that Abby was alive, and well, and will make contact soon. 

Please, God, watch over her. Wherever she is.

At last, he was home. The flight and drive from the airport passed in a blur. Like an icy lining, a thick layer of dread coated his gut. 

She was somewhere, alone, and vulnerable, and so out of her depth in this big tough world! His heart lurched, as the image of Abby, scared and helpless, floated though his mind. He was unable to do anything. Not a bloody thing. 

Where are you, Abby? Why didn’t you call me?

Alex swore, rubbed his head, then pressed both hands against his gritty eyes.

Please be safe, Princess. Please.

With fatigue weighing him down, Alex dragged his feet up the stairs. The door key was in his hand when the loud sound of laughter reached his ears. 

What the hell? 

Irritated, and in no mood for games, he scowled and cursed out loud. Damn that idiot JC, did he invite some chick over? This was not the time for socializing. But did his cousin care? Left to his own devises for just a couple of days, the pompous ass already managed to find some lady friend, and... 

Alex froze. 

Was it possible...? 

With his heart lodged in his throat, he wrenched the door open. And here she was, in the middle of the kitchen, sitting at the table, and laughing with JC. Alex blinked, then saw red. He was unable to prevent the deep growl even if his life depended on it. The laughter died, as both heads turned in his direction. JC, the miserable skunk, recovered first. 

“Well, well. Look who’s wandered in.” 

The fool had the audacity to lift the mug in his hand in a mocking toast, and winked. 

That does it. 

Anger won out. Alex pounced, and hauled JC up from the chair.

“You goddamned imbecile, what do you think you’re doing?”

Caught off guard, JC dropped his mug, sloshing its contents. He hissed, as the hot liquid splashed all over his shirt and pants.

“Why, having coffee with Abby, and—”

“I ought to pour that coffee over your head, you skunk!”

JC sputtered, trying to dislodge himself from Alex’s grip.

“Hey, what the hell’s gotten into you? I just offered our guest some drink—”

But Alex was beyond reasoning.

“She’s not a guest, you moron. She lives here, and if you say another word, I swear—”

“Alex! Stop!” Abby slammed her palms onto the wooden tabletop. “What is wrong with you?”

Her hollering cut through the red haze of rage and switched his attention to her. What was wrong with him? Oh, the Princess had a gall, alright.

Alex dropped his hands from JC, and turned to glare at her.

“What’s wrong with me? I’ll tell you what’s wrong with me. I just came from Zolotoe Celo, where—’

“You went to California? But...but why?”

“Take a guess, Princess.”

“I...I...”

“Yeah, you. I flew back to knock some sense into that hard thing you call a head, and convince you to come home. Don’t ask me why. I must’ve been delirious at the time.” No point in a full disclosure. His plans to whisk her to Las Vegas for a quick wedding in some tacky chapel sounded ridiculous now.

“So, I arrived at Rostoff’s doorsteps, and—surprise! You pulled a disappearing act.”  He waved his hand in the air like a magician presenting his world-famous trick. “Poof, into thin air. We all were going out of our collective minds, searching for a single reason—”

“But I left a note!”

“A note? Seriously? After all they’ve done for you, you left a note?”

“I was going to call them later.” 

“Later when? Today? Tomorrow? And how on earth did you manage to get here?” 

“I hailed an off-duty taxicab, and it delivered me to the airport. There I secured the fair—ticket—to Fernandina. What’s the big deal?”

An off-duty cab? In the middle of the night? Sonovabitch.

An acid residue of fear churned in his gut, but the anger prevailed. Choking on it, Alex plowed ahead.

“The big deal is, we were sick with worry. Peter was calling hospitals and morgues. Dmitry considered calling the police. Natasha cried. But do you care? Obviously not. Sitting here, drinking coffee, cool as you please.”

“I left a note!”

“Yeah? And how were we supposed to know you did that on your own? How were we to know whether you just left, or were kidnapped?”

Abby opened her mouth to reply, but after a pause, clamped it shut.

“What? Nothing to say?”

“I admit, I didn’t consider that possibility.”

“No shit, Sherlock.”

“I am sorry, I will call and apologize at once. It just...I had to leave.”

“Why?”

“Because I...I can’t explain. I just had to.”

“That’s right. You had to. It’s all about you, isn’t it? Did you ever think about anyone beside yourself?”

“That’s not fair! Alex—”

“Don’t you Alex me, Princess. As a matter of fact, don’t talk to me at all.”

Shaking, Alex balled his hands into fists. Damn, he was unraveling. Fast. Another moment, and he was afraid he might do something stupid. Or say something that he’ll regret later. To eliminate that possibility, Alex kicked a chair out of the way, and stalked outside.

Must cool off, buddy. Take a deep breath. 

God, he was ready to strangle her. And then kiss the hell out her. And then strangle her once again.

Cursing under his breath, Alex marched around the house, then plunged ahead toward the ocean. In his murderous state of mind, the only safe place for him was the beach. Thankfully, it was almost deserted. Only a couple of dog walkers at a good distance. He concentrated on putting one foot in front of another, trudging through wet sand. Minute by minute, the thought that Abby was unharmed and well, wormed its way inside, and squelched his rampaging fury. 

The after-shakes still racked his body, but the fear slowly dissipated. Depleted, he sucked in the salty air and dragged his gaze toward the house. She came back. She hadn’t run away, after all, but returned. Home. While he was on his way to California to convince her of the error of her choice and fetch her back, the Princess flew across the country, and came home. 

The stubborn, willful, insufferable creature! 

The most amazing woman in the whole wide world. I’ll be damned if I ever let her out of my sight again.

Let her? Are you crazy, pal? 

Yeah, well...If you put it that way, there was nothing he—or anyone else—was able to do if Abby didn’t want it. Her brazen time-jumping escape was a testament to that. Or her resent travel from California to Florida.

I’ll convince her. 

Cajole, grovel, wheedle— whatever he must do. But convince her he will. Because Abby’s place was right here, in Fernandina. With him. They belong together. Whether she realized it or not, they were destined. He just had to make her see the truth. Piece of cake, right?

You have your job cut out for you, pal. 

Especially after the illustrious greeting he bestowed upon her a while ago. Damn.

They needed to clear the air. But first, he must apologize. To both, Abby and JC. His cousin had the misfortune to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. 

Now, Abby? If you ask him, she deserved every angry word, and then some, for the hell she put him through. But still. He should’ve welcomed her before jumping down her throat. He shrugged. What’s done was done. And now, for damage control. 

He didn’t need to be clairvoyant to foresee a lot of groveling in his immediate future. Braced, resigned, Alex executed a sharp U-turn toward the house. 
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CHAPTER THREE
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JC was alone when Alex entered the house. He sent one furtive glance in Alex’s direction, then tried to scurry to his room. 

“Ah, JC, I’m sorry, man.”

That stopped his cousin’s retreat and earned him a mild curious stare.

“For?”

“For, you know, before.”

JC pursed his lips, and made a production of mulling it through.

“Oh, you mean for manhandling me in front of Abby and calling me names?”

“Yeah, that.”

“Okay. I guess. If you mean it.” 

“I do. Sorry, Cuz. I was just...”

“Out of control?” JC supplied with a knowing grin.

“Out of my fucking mind is more accurate,” Alex conceded. Eating crow was not something he did often, but the moment seemed to call for it. His cousin pondered it for a moment.

“Personally, I thing you were scared shitless, but,” JC shrugged, “whatever you say.”

“Yeah, well. So, are we good?”

“I guess so.” Emboldened by the apology, JC cleared his throat. “May I ask, why were you so hopping mad?”

“Scared shitless, as you succinctly put it.”

“Because of Abby.” A statement, not a question. Alex nodded.

“Yep. Flew all the way to San Francisco, only to find her gone. Can you imagine? Gone poof in the middle of the night, with no one having the foggiest where she might disappear to, or why.”

“Well, I guess you have your answer: she came here, home. As to why, you must ask her.”

“I will, after...well, after. By the way, where is she?”

“Locked herself in Nika’s room. Said she has some calls to make.”

“Oh, alright. That’s okay, then. I’ll talk to her when she’s done.”

“You may want to tell her truth, cousin of mine.” JC cracked a smile.

“Truth?”

“Well, yeah. Just come straight, and say that you’re fucking bonkers about her. I think that’ll disarm her.”

“Dis...disarm?”

“Uh-ha. She’s revved enough to throttle you, buddy.”

“I bet. Hell.” Alex let out a breath with a whoosh, rubbed his bald head. After a moment, he squinted at JC.

“Bonkers?” 

“Fucking bonkers, pal. Like certifiable.”

“Shit. Am I that transparent?”

“Like clear glass.”

“Dammit. Enjoying it, aren’t you?”

“Immensely. Not every day you can see a strong man cut off at his knees. Smitten looks good on you.”

“Bastard.”

“I love you too, Cuz. But,” JC switched his gaze to the direction of Nika’s room, “I love my safety and comfort more, so I think I will take my leave before our Princess makes her entrance. Good luck. And Alex? She’s one heck of a woman, so don’t screw it up.”

With JC’s last words ringing in his ears, Alex braced himself. Bonkers, huh? Damn straight he was. Oh, well. He eyed the door to Nika’s room, mentally preparing himself for the upcoming confrontation. 

Abby didn’t make him wait long. She swept into the room, all regal and magnificent, spared him a single glance. 

“Back in one piece, I see.”

Her announcement was articulated in that cool and snotty manner Alex adored. 

Fucking bonkers indeed. 

He cleared his throat.

“Abby, I want to apologize.”

“Oh? Whatever for?” 

“For yelling at you, and for—”

“No need, really.” Her hand gesture was both dismissive and magnanimous. “And you didn’t yell—you pointed at the facts in rather detestable manner.” She shrugged, and feigned a smile. “Considering your state of mind at the time, I forgive you.” 

That irked. No, scratch that. That statement presented in such a royal-to-peasant manner bugged the hell out of him. Alex silently counted to five. 

Oh, fuck that!

“And what state of mind might that be?”

“Why, irritated, of course. Ridiculously so.”

“Irritated?” He barked something resembling a laughter. “Princess, I was way beyond irritation, and well into raging mad.”

“Really? I didn’t notice. Then again, I didn’t pay much attention.”

“You didn’t pay attention.” In two strides, Alex was in her face. His hands by volition of their own latched onto her forearms. “Are you paying attention now?” She winced. From his grip? From the hidden threat? He didn’t care. “Are you, Princess?”

Without waiting for the answer, he jerked her to her toes. Caught off guard, Abby bumped into him. That sudden full body contact snapped his last restraint. Eye-to-eye, nose-to-nose, they glared at each other, both breathing hard. 

Close. She was so close. He saw tiny speckles of silver in her dark irises. Her scent, something maddening and alluring, assaulted his system. Her hair, black as sin, long as a river, framed the face that disturbed his dreams. And that unholy mouth, naked and vulnerable, trembled slightly... 

That tiny tremor was like a splash of cold water in his face.

What the hell are you doing, Alex?

Ashamed, he almost released her, but Abby lifted her chin. 

Defiant. 

Brazen. 

Glorious.

“So, what if I am?” A gauntlet was thrown. Well, then. 

The roar of blood in his ears drowned the whispers of any common sense.

Seething, Alex firmed his grip, dipped his head, and kissed her. 

He meant to punish, to teach her a lesson. But he was lost the moment their lips met. An explosion of flavors. A banquet of textures.

Her helpless whimper thundered in his ears, and broke his heart. Swamped in tenderness, Alex gentled the kiss. Degree by torturous degree, his tongue coaxed her mouth open. And when she answered his silent persuasion, he delved in. A tiny ping of warning— too fast, too much, too everything—cut through the haze of his euphoria. Alex ignored it. Reckless, he drunk from her mouth like a man dying from thirst. Not enough. Not nearly enough.

Reluctant to end this sweet torture, but desperate for a gulp of air, he finally lifted his head. Her breathing was as fractured as his, which pleased him enormously. 

Resting his forehead against hers, Alex closed his eyes, and just breathed her in. 

A moment. He needed a moment to center himself. To find his bearings. 

What just happened? 

A shock of major proportions, that’s what. 

He always wondered what kissing Abby would be like. Now he knew. Earthshattering. Addictive. Like a potent drug, once tried, you were hooked up for life.

The moment stretched. 

She felt so right in his arms. Alex wished they stayed like that forever. But the reality crept in. Abby stirred, then slowly lifted her head. When she blinked at him, her eyes were glazed. Fear? Confusion? With his throat suddenly dry, Alex held his breath. What was she thinking? Was she offended? Was she mad at him? Unable to bear the suspense any longer, he whispered, “Say something.”

“W-what?”

“Anything.”

“Is it... supposed to feel like that? Kissing, I mean.”

“Like what?”

She scrunched her forehead and pondered for a moment. “Like you’re soaring and burning at the same time?”

Relieved, almost dizzy, Alex let out a helpless chuckle.

“Oh, God, Abby, you’ll be the end of me.” He stroked his index finger along her cheek, then tucked a single lock behind her ear. She was so innocent that it scared the living lights out of him.

“Well? Is it?” She prompted.

“Only with someone special.”

“Did you feel like that, too?”

“Yes.” His gut was still ignited, while his head swam in lazy circles. Hell, yeah, he felt exactly like that. 

“Does that mean that... I’m special to you?”

Alex wondered if she heard the sound of his poor heart hammering in his chest. 

“You are most special and precious to me, Princess. I’m in love with you.” 

Her eyes widened. He had shocked her, but no more than he shocked himself. Was it always so hard to say it for the first time? Practice made perfect, they say. Well, then.

“I love you, Abigail Suzanne Coleman.” 

“Oh.” Wide as two saucers, her eyes sought his. “Oh my...”

Alex held his breath. 

Why wasn’t she saying something? Anything?

But Abby kept silent. Alex curbed his growing impatience. She was inexperienced and innocent. Dear God, she was barely twenty-one! Never mind her real age. 

And don’t forget her upbringing, pal.

No matter how long Abby lived in the twenty-first century, she was still a product of her era. Alex racked his brain. What was the proper etiquette in her time? Courting before kissing, for sure. The hell with it. They butted heads for more than a year. Enough time for courting, if you asked him. But still. Was she ever going to put him out of his misery? Apparently not anytime soon. Alex let out a deep sigh. 

“It’s okay, Princess.” He managed to split his face into a smile. “You don’t have to—”

“I’ve always wondered what would it be like, when the man you love finally admits his feelings.” 

Alex’s heart skipped. Did she just say ‘the man you love?’ He searched her eyes, hoping, praying his hearing hadn’t played a trick on him.

“But even in my wildest dreams I couldn’t imagine...” Her voice trailed off.

“Couldn’t imagine what?”

“That it would be so...right, and... splendid. Oh, Alex, what took you so long?”

“Abby.” Wonder and plea, joy and hope. Just her name. “Abby.” 

She smiled, and cupped his face in both hands. “At first, I thought you didn’t like me at all. I thought, we could be just friends. But deep in my heart, I knew that it wouldn’t be enough. I even considered seducing you, but what do I know of an art of seduction? Then I’ve decided to become someone famous so you can be proud of me. But after my big success, you still didn’t behave any differently. Even after I told you of my decision to stay in California, you stepped back and left me alone. Like it didn’t matter. Like I didn’t matter.”

Is that what she thought? Horrified, he shook his head in denial.

“My God, Abby, didn’t matter? I drank myself into stupor that night! I barely held myself from grabbing you, and taking you back home by force!”

“Why didn’t you?”

“Because you matter. Because I love you, and want what’s best for you.”

“You are what’s best for me.”

His heart soared.

Thank you, God.

Undone, he lowered his brow to hers. “Say it, Abs. I need to hear it. Please say it.”

“I love you, my dear Alex.”

And now it was she who kissed him. Hard.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER FOUR
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Alex wasn’t sure how long they were wrapped into each other’s arms. Abby proved to be a talented pupil in the art of kissing. Eager and enthusiastic, she continued to kiss his brains out. He, on the other hand, was slowly going out of his mind. Did she have any idea what she was doing to him? What dark thoughts her avid mouth evoked? What erotic pictures exploded in his wild imagination? Probably not, or she might run screaming. 

He must put a break on their passion, and soon, or he’ll combust. But knowing it and acting on it were two different things. God, he was burning alive. Another moment...

The reprieve materialized in the form of his cousin. Or his discreet coughing.

Abby sprang away. Immediately bereft, Alex cursed under his breath. He still debated whether to kill JC or hug him for the interruption, when his cousin announced, “Sorry, sorry, guys. I don’t know about you, but I’m famished. How about some dinner?”

“What? Dinner? Oh, yeah, dinner. I don’t care.” 

What did he care? At the moment, food was very low on the totem pole of his needs. Or wants. 

JC smirked. “Bet you don’t. But the rest of us need some nourishment. Don’t we, Abs?”

“Ah...I suppose so.” A furious blush still tinted her cheeks, but Abby’s voice once again turned to cool and snooty. 

That’s my girl. 

A delighted grin split his face. My God, was it any wonder he was crazy about her? No, bonkers.

Fucking bonkers, according to his illustrious cousin.

As a testament of his joyful disposition, Alex decided to postpone strangling JC. Plus, he realized that he was starving. Surprise, surprise.

“Dinner it is, then,” JC said as he opened the refrigerator. “Dang it, Cuz. You must do some shopping, and soon.”

“I must?”

“Yeah, if you want to eat that is. Remember, there’s two of us now. Sorry, three.” He grinned over his shoulder at Abby. “So, a trip to the market, Alex.” 

And the skunk pointed a finger at him. Geez, was he giving him an order? Why, that pompous ass! If he wanted to eat, he better do his own marketing. But there was Abby to consider, too. Resigned, Alex grunted. Later. He’ll shop for groceries later.

“As of right now,” JC disappeared into the depth of their fridge once again, “we have some New Year’s leftovers. Nika, bless her heart, cooked for an army.”

And just like that, the good mood evaporated, replaced by gloom. 

JC racked his hands through his hair, muttered something unintelligible, then closed the fridge with the loud bang. Alex cursed softly under his breath.

New Year’s dinner. 

Damn, was it only two days ago? Seemed like ages. 

“Oh, I totally forgot.” JC frowned. “While you were gone, a currier delivered the letters. For you and Abby.”

“What letters?”

“From Nika.”

Abby’s sharp intake of breath echoed his own. 

“Where are those letters?”

“There, on the counter.” JC scoffed. “She didn’t think to write one for her brother.”

“And what did you expect? Did you think a few days could erase the years of neglect?”

“I didn’t neglect her. Or you. I just—”

“Conveniently forgot about us.”

“Yeah, well.” At least his cousin had the decency to blush. 

“Why don’t you make yourself useful, JC, and put some dinner on the table, while Abby and I read our letters?”

“Sure, whatever you say, Master. We, lowly slaves, aim to please.” 

JC stalked off in a huff.

Almost in unison, Alex and Abby tore the flaps of the legal envelopes. 

A mixture of emotions warred inside of him while Alex read the letter.

Short, more of a message than a letter, it was clearcut, and to the point.

Nika bequeathed him everything: home, business, even her damned truck. 

Alex swore, read the letter again, then swore some more. 

What did you think you were writing, Brat? A business memo? 

But the last sentence of the letter was different, and as personal as it could get. 


You were always my rock, my best friend, my confidant. No matter where I am, I will always remember you. Be happy, Alex. You deserve it, and then some.

Kick ass, Cousin.

Love, Nika


Something hot and scratchy pressed against his eyelids. So typical Nika! First, she irritated the hell out of him with her formal bequests, then she ripped his heart open, and left it bleeding. Dammit. 

When Abby touched his hand, he grabbed it like it was an anchor. The silence was interrupted by the occasional clink of silverware, and JC’s soft muttering.

“She loved you more than anybody, Alex. Half of my letter is about you.”

“Yeah? Well, maybe I should read it, then.”

“No, sorry. It’s personal. But she asked me to look out for you.” A wobbly smile played on her lips still puffy from their kissing. He grazed a fingertip along her bottom lip, a gentle caress, then with an effort pulled a smile of his own. 

“Guess you’d better, then. Look out for me that is.” 

“Oh, I plan to.” She sighed, then turned her misty eyes away. “And... she gifted me her Coco.”

“God help us all.” But his halfhearted attempt at humor failed. “Dammit, Abs. She gifted me every-fucking-thing. What am I supposed to do now?”

“And now, my dear Alex, we will eat these scrumptious leftovers, drink a glass of Verochka’s excellent wine, and say a toast for Daisy and Eli’s safe journey back to 1910.” 

She bit her lower lip. “Do you think they reached home by now?”

“Absolutely.” Even though his smile was forced, Alex managed to keep his voice strong and convincing. “I’m sure everything went smoothly, and they are home, safe and sound, where they will live happily ever after.” 

He knew no such thing, of course, but hope sprang eternal. 

Must think positive, or go stir crazy. 

Abby gazed at him for a long pregnant moment, searching for truth. 

“I want to believe you. More than anything, but...” 

“But?”

“I have this strange feeling that something’s...not right. Time is running out.”

All of a sudden, Abby’s voice turned spooky and eerie; her eyes glazed over, wide and unblinking. Alex had an impression that she went to some faraway place in her mind. Was she in some kind of a trance? Suddenly, chills broke all over his body. Desperate to pull her back, Alex shook her, but received no reaction. Dammit.

“Abby? What are you talking about? What time?” Silence. She sat frozen, like a statue, staring into space. “Abs?”

“Dinner is served, Your Highnesses.” 

JC ‘s loud announcement shattered her reverie, and with a violent shudder, Abby came back to herself. 

“Alex? Something’s wrong. We need to go to the house. Now!”
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He didn’t ask her what house, didn’t have to. The Coleman house was the overriding thing in their lives. Overruling JC’s protests, they jogged to the car, and instead of quiet dinner at home, sped up to the other side of the Amelia Island. Of course, his ass of a cousin tagged along. Short of clubbing him over the head, and leaving him unconscious in the middle of the kitchen, it was impossible to shake JC off. Tenacious bastard. Well, he was an attorney, wasn’t he? On top of that, he was his father’s son. Those damn New York Morrises were as relentless as they were self-serving. And stubborn. Alex didn’t consider himself— or Nika for that matter—a true descendants of the same clan. They just shared a name and some blood, a misfortune of their birth. But in any other aspect? They were as different from them as day and night. 

But JC was the chip from the old block, any way you slice it. Pompous ass. What were they going to do with him? And what if they find something— anything—inside the Coleman house? Clueless, JC still believed that Nika and Eli left to some godforsaken island in the middle of nowhere. To tell or not to tell him the truth? Well, hell. Alex decided to play it by ear. After all, what choice did he have?

Fueled by Abby’s foreboding, he drove well over the speed limit. The city streets were half deserted, thank God, being the evening of January 2nd, where everybody shook off the last holiday cheer, and prepared to return to the normal swing of things. Come to think of it, he’d better go to the office tomorrow, just to see what’s what. Granted, it’ll be strange without Nika. And how on earth will he manage to run the business that was heavily invested into the renovations of historical houses? Hire another contractor? No way he’d be able to find one as good as Nika. Turn Before & After, Inc. into a traditional real estate firm? And how many of them did their favorite island boast? Hundreds? Just thinking about it gave him a headache. 

So, don’t think about it now. 

Tomorrow was the day for business decisions. Right now? Alex cast his eyes sideways. Right now, they had another trouble brewing. Abby and her foreboding that time was running out. 

Well, maybe not trouble per se, but something troubling for sure. Alex always trusted his instincts. And he trusted Abby. Is she was feeling some disquiet, he must pay attention. 

“Is that why you ran away from California? Because time was running out?”

“Yes, but I can’t explain it.”

“You don’t have to. We’ll figure it out, Abs. I promise.”

“I know.”

After that, Abby kept quiet. JC, on the other hand, was complaining a mile a minute. As his stomach emanated some noises between growl and whimper, he pounced: “Hear that? If I die from malnourishment, it will be all your fault, Cuz.”

“If you were so hungry, why didn’t you stay at home?”

“And leave you two to traipse all around town?”

“We’re not going to traipse anywhere. We’re going to check on the empty house.”

“What if something happens there?”

“Like what?”

“Like... I don’t know. Something.”

“Inside the vacant mansion? Seriously?”

“Well, stranger things happen.”

“This is Fernandina, for goodness’ sake, not New York city.”

“So what? Fernandina or not, you might get in trouble, and need an attorney.”

“Geez, you’re crazy, cousin.”

“Takes one to know one, pal of mine.”

Between their bickering, Alex didn’t notice they had reached their destination. And here it was, the house that stole Nika’s breath, and later her heart. 

Dazzling white, three stories’ tall, with its soaring round tower, it stood apart from its counterparts, governing over a large corner of the old city. Now, restored to its former glory, the Coleman house was a true beauty, dignified and stately. 

Nika referred to it as a Southern Gentleman. To Alex, it resembled a Dowager Queen, elegant and regal. Some referred to it as grandeur. But one thing was for sure, it made a statement.

The house was one of a kind. And the architecture, as much as it was unique, had nothing to do with it. It was alive, and it was waiting. And where did this bizarre observation come from? Alex stared at it, mesmerized.

“The Coleman house.” JC’s voice took on a reverent note. 

“Home,” Abby replied in a hushed voice.

“Oh, I forgot, it belongs to you now.”

“Hmm.”

With that noncommittal reply, she exited the car. 

“Solid real estate.” JC nodded. “The cost of the land must be up in the stratosphere. Nice investment, if you ask me.”

“No one asked you,” Alex countered, and strode to catch up with Abby.

“Are you okay?” 

Paler than usual, she nodded. Then she reached into her purse, and took out the old-fashioned key. 

“Home,” she repeated in a mere whisper, and with an unsteady hand inserted the key into the keyhole. 

Alex hated to admit that he was wary. Empty house, even humongous like this one, was still just an empty house. 

He knew what was inside, the infamous grandfather clock that doubled as the portal between times. He’d never believed it, if he didn’t have proof. He slid his gaze toward that unique proof: Abby. If not for that clock, she wouldn’t be there today. He owed that damned grandfather clock a big one. And he hated it with passion, because it stole Nika. Well, not stole exactly. To be fair, it brought her and Eli together. In another time and dimension, but still. 

How in blue blazes does that portal work, anyway? 

Alex didn’t have a desire to jump through time, thank God, but Nika and Abby were intimately familiar with the power hidden within that antique English masterpiece circa 1827. All it took was a single brass key to bring it to life. To open the time portal. 

Alex shivered. Damn, it was spooky. And unbelievable. Crazy as all get out. Thank God that key was far, far away now, so he had nothing to worry about. 

Or did he?

“Well? What are we looking for?” His annoying cousin strode along the foyer, then stopped in front of the grandfather clock. Thank God, JC wasn’t privy to its secret, or he undoubtedly would run for cover. 

No, first he’ll commit us both to the asylum, and then run for cover. 

“We are not looking for anything in particular, just...” Alex shrugged, but kept his eyes glued to Abby. Tense, she stood unmoving, her gaze taking a slow journey around the room. Was she remembering it from before? He wondered what did she see, what did she think. What did she feel. All of a sudden, the thought of losing her stole his breath. Where did it come from? Ridiculous. 

Here she was, right here, standing nearby. And she loved him. She admitted it, kissed him senseless. So, what was this nonsense of losing her? To what? To the house? To time, that according to her, was running away? Alex rubbed his head, calling himself a thousand names for a fool. The key was back in 1910. Without it, the portal was sealed. The grandfather clock was just a clock, that’s all.

So, shake it off, buddy.

But the effort to keep still as she come to stand in front of that damned clock, was enormous. His every instinct screamed at Alex to snatch Abby, and run for the hills. Instead, he came to stand beside her. 

The golden face with its two ornate arms shone mysteriously, hinting at secrets. 

Timeless miracle. 

Alex held his breath. Then, mad at himself, he let it out with a loud whoosh and a soft curse.

Damn, getting fanciful in my advanced age.

To prove his folly, Alex reached out and touched the face of the clock. Immediate zing of electricity shot along his fingers. He snatched his hand away. 

“What the hell?”

“It is a warning. You are not the one.” Abby’s murmur disturbed him more than he was willing to admit. Even to himself. Alex scowled.

“Not the one? A warning? What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I don’t know. But you are not the one.”

“Abby, you’re talking in riddles.”

“I’m sorry. I just know what I feel. What it tells me.”

“The clock? The clock tells you that I’m not the one?”

“Yes. Or, rather, that it’s not your time yet.”

“Fine, it’s not my time. Whose time is it, then?”

JC materialized from somewhere behind Alex.

“Oh, hell yah, that’s what I’m talking about!” He elbowed Alex aside. “I admired it from the first, back when Nika gave the tour to the Senator Lauder. The antique grandfather clock. What a beauty you are!” And with that, he placed both hands onto the clock’s sides. “Geez, feels like a velvet. Whoever made it, was a genius.”  

Alex was struck mute. He was not the one, but JC was? What asinine shit was that?

In the meantime, his salivating cousin all but made love to the effing clock. Look at the idiot! 

Positively orgasmic, the moron.  

Dumbfounded, he gazed at JC as he touched the clock, caressing every square inch of it without much trouble. Oh, hell no. No way. Alex ground his teeth, and reached with his hand again. 

This time the zing was so powerful, it reverberated through his arm all the way to his shoulder. 

Dammit all to hell and back!
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Abby watched him with an unreadable expression on her face. Then she turned to the clock, and placed her hand over its shiny face. As if in response, the clock emanated a single chime in a clear sonorous voice. Alex froze.

“No way, Abby. No way in hell!”

With force born out of fear and resentment, he dragged her away. Alex didn’t stop until they were outside, and even then, he didn’t let go of her. Baffled, scared, he stared at Abby. A thousand secrets reflected in her eyes. Or was it moonlight?

Why was she looking at him with sorrow? Like saying goodbye. 

No way in hell!

Unaware of the turmoil, JC jogged after them, grinning like an idiot.

“Abby, if you ever decide to sell this clock, I’ll snatch it in a New York minute. I’ll pay you whatever you ask for it. Hell, I’ll give you a pint of my blood, too.”

“I will never sell this timepiece. I’m sorry, JC.”

Even though she was talking to his cousin, Abby’s eyes, sad and serious, were focused on Alex.

“Dang it, I knew it. Oh, well. You can’t blame the guy for trying.”

“Get in the car.” Alex addressed JC, but his eyes were glued to Abby’s face.

“I’d rather stay outside, and get some air, if it all the same to you.”

“It’s not. Get in the car, JC.”

“But—”

“Get in the damn car!”

After one look at his face, JC capitulated. He grumbled all the way, and slammed the car door with unnecessary force, but he accepted defeat. Alex waited a bit to bring his jumping nerves and his voice under control. He failed.

“Abby? What in blue blazes happened?”

“I don’t really know. But the clock...it rejected you.”

“But accepted JC? Seriously?”

“And me. For some reason, it chose us. So, somewhere in time, we must be needed, the two of us.”

It didn’t bode well for his peace of mind. As a matter of fact, it infuriated the heck out of him, not to mention scared him shitless. A note of desperation crept into his voice. “You are not going anywhere. Especially with JC.”

“I might not have a choice.”

Her placid acceptance shot his panic into stratosphere.

“Bullshit. I’m not letting you out of my site. Ever. I’m not losing you!”

“Oh, my darling.” Stepping closer, Abby lay her head on his chest. “I don’t want to go anywhere. I want to be right here, by your side. Forever. But,” she lifted her face, “I might have no choice.” 

Calm, almost serene, she gazed at him with something close to a regret in her eyes. Her features blurred around the edges, like she was slowly fading away. Nothing mysterious, just a play of the moonlight. But the effect was eerie and unsettling. Alex blinked, and brought her face back into a sharp focus. Now a cold dread replaced his panic. 

“No. Not in a million years. And screw the choice. We always have a choice.”

“Not always. But one thing I know for sure: this is not going to happen tonight. So, let’s go home.”
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No, it was not going to happen tonight. 

Tomorrow? The day after? Abby wasn’t sure of the exact date, but one thing was for certain: soon, she must go away from here, because she was needed.

Somewhere. In some time and place. The reason wasn’t clear to her. She just knew she must. She will. Because time was running away. Because something somewhere was wrong, and it was up to her to fix the problem. But what? Where? Not knowing was akin to illness. Not so much painful as maddening, until the source of the ailment was identified, and a proper cure applied. Until then, she must wait. Oh, how she hated the waiting! 

Abby heaved a deep sigh, and looked around. Because JC was staying in the guestroom she usually occupied, Abby had no choice but to sleep in Daisy’s bedroom, where everything still smelled like Daisy. Sadness washed over her in one huge sweep, as the memories of her dear friend and time-traveling companion played in her mind. 

Where was Daisy now? Was she happy? Was she safe? And what of Eli? 

Please Lord, keep them both unharmed. 

Alex was so sure that everything went well with their time-jump. And she believed him. She trusted Alex more than she trusted herself. 

Alex. 

A wonderful feeling of contentment, joy, and happiness filled her to the brim. Wasn’t it amazing that he loved her? In her heart of hearts, Abby knew that he was the one from the first. Even when he irritated the bejesus out of her, she knew. And knowing it, she yearned. And fretted, and feared. What if he didn’t feel the same for her? What if he met another woman and fall deeply in love with her? What then?

Abby didn’t know the answer to that. But miracles happened. She knew that for sure. Because what was it if not a miracle that Alex loved her right back? That he flew all the way to California to bring her home? He was such a darling man, handsome, smart, loyal. A true knight in shining armor. 

Well, in shorts and a shirt, but what does it matter? He was beautiful, inside and out, and he was all hers. Abby hugged the knowledge to her heart. He was hers, as she was his. They belong together. 

But for how long? 

A nagging fear burst through her happiness.

When she goes away— and she will, of that Abby was certain— will he wait for her? What if her travel will take her away for months? Or even years? 

Abby shook her head. No. She won’t entertain such terrible thoughts. She won’t abandon Alex. She can’t. She’ll go— wherever, whenever— if she must, but she was determined to return to him. Eventually. Because he was her other half. Her destiny. 

Fatigue hit her hard. Abby almost swayed on her feet. She checked her watch. Goodness, she was going without sleep
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