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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      After writing The Heart Stone, I knew AJ and Finn's adventure had come to an end, but the story of the stones wasn't complete. I had thought to wait a few years and perhaps pick up the threads to finish the tale with other characters. While I might have thought the series to be done, the readers had other thoughts. With that idea in my head, and perhaps with the voices of two characters that refused to be silenced, my subconscious went into overdrive and the next journey seemed so obvious. This next journey, while full of danger, will be a thrilling roller-coaster adventure driven by two people who simply seemed made for each other—although two hundred years separated them.

      This novella, while initially meant to share holiday cheer with good friends, created an avenue to bridge the first six books in the series with the next ones to come. And all I can say for the next books in the series…sparks and musket balls will fly!

      

      Enjoy!

      

      Kim
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      Northern France - Present Day

      

      The wheels of the oversized suitcase bumped up the step and was dragged another foot before it was heaved up the next one. Stella Caldway repositioned her satchel, which could be mistaken for an overnight bag, and sipped coffee from the giant mug she brought from Baywood, Oregon. She tugged the suitcase closer to tackle the next step.

      "Here, let me help." Finn Murphy reached for the handle and got his hand slapped for the attempt.

      "I can do it." Stella pushed the strap of the satchel back onto her shoulder then pushed back her auburn hair.

      "Of course, you can. But it's the holidays. Let me do something simple."

      Stella laughed. "AJ has been a bit of a task master."

      "Between her and Ethan, I'll need another holiday after this." Finn took the suitcase and led Stella into the villa.

      "To be honest, I think your sister is almost as bad." Before Stella could reach the front door, two boys tore by her, elbowing their way through the door. A small girl tagged behind, holding onto the arm of a large stuffed tiger.

      A second later, Adam Moore rushed by. "Sorry, they got away from me." He grabbed his daughter, Charlotte, and swung her up into his arms as she giggled, hitting him in the head with the tiger. "Patrick, Robbie, I told you to wait." His raised voice was quickly muffled as his footsteps receded into the estate.

      Madelyn ran up the stairs, then stopped on the expansive porch and glanced around. She leaned an arm against one of the wooden columns. "I'm getting too old to run after them." She blew out a breath. "Maybe it was a mistake bringing them."

      Stella, who once couldn't stand being in the same room as AJ's sister-in-law, placed a hand on the woman's arm. "Adam seems to have them well in hand." When Madelyn only winced, Stella held back a chuckle. "Or will soon. I think AJ said there was a wine cellar."

      Madelyn gave Stella an appreciative look. "Thirty minutes, then meet in the kitchen?"

      "Absolutely." Stella turned to Finn. "Take me to my room? I need out of these shoes."

      An hour later, Stella sighed with pleasure as she sipped her wine and stared at the foreboding sea. Madelyn slumped at the other end of the table, her legs resting on a nearby chair. The dining room table was separated from the kitchen by a long counter and was positioned in front of a glass wall that provided an unimpeded view of the northern French coastline. The sky was as gray as an Oregon winter day, but the sun pushed through occasional breaks in the clouds.

      "Tell me again why we selected a dreary location for the holidays? Wouldn't the south coast of France have been a better option? You know, with sun." Stella was simply making conversation. It was nice to be away, and she'd always been curious about the monastery that had become so important to AJ and her time jumps to the past. Since there wasn't a chance in hell Stella would be willing to travel to the past, everyone agreed visiting the monastery would be the closest to reliving part of AJ's travels, even if two hundred years had passed since she'd been there.

      "I can come up with a couple of reasons, but we all know it's because of Maire." Finn pushed his empty beer bottle aside and returned to his tablet.

      "And when are your sister, Ethan, and AJ arriving?" Stella asked. The three of them, along with Professor Emory driving the third rental car, had been given the mission of stopping to buy groceries for the ten days they'd be staying.

      "I think we can expect a side trip." Helen, AJ's mother, placed a platter on the table, filled with cheese, crackers, and grapes the group had picked up at a small grocery on their way to the villa. She took a seat between Stella and Madelyn. "Emory knew the women wouldn't be satisfied unless they saw the monastery before anything else."

      Stella rolled her eyes. "I thought so. Thank heavens it's only twenty minutes away."

      Finn gave her an indulgent smile. "AJ promised she wouldn't spend all of her time there. I'd like to see how the town faired after all these years. I wonder if Guerin's Inn is still there."

      "We could have taken the time to stop on the way in," Helen said, then shook her head with a smile as the three children raced by. "Or maybe not."

      Stella had prepared for traveling with eleven other people, three of them children, but it had been more taxing than she realized. She'd considered not going along with the crazy notion of spending the holidays in France, but AJ insisted there would be plenty of girl time. The long drive from Paris was eased by having three rental cars. Adam and Madelyn had one with the kids, and the rest of the group split up in the other two cars. Finn agreed to take a carload to open up the villa they'd rented while Emory would drive the third and stop to do the week's shopping.

      Finn slid the tablet aside. "I think we all knew the monastery would be of interest to Maire, AJ, and the professor. And we all agreed on group breakfasts and dinners with an exception here and there. I noticed the area has become quite well known for their cider. And we're close enough for day trips to some remarkable locations."

      Adam walked in and snagged a beer from the fridge. He glanced at Finn, who nodded when Adam raised the bottle. After grabbing a second one, he dropped into a chair and slid the fresh bottle to Finn. "I'm looking forward to our overnight trip to Normandy. Are you sure you and AJ don't want to come along?"

      Finn shook his head. "I wouldn't mind, but I doubt I'll be able to pry her or Maire away from the monastery for any longer than half a day." He glanced at Helen. "Besides, I think it will be a nice outing for your family and Helen. I think Emory is looking forward to it as well."

      Stella smiled when Helen blushed. She'd told AJ months ago that something was up with her mother and the professor. AJ didn't agree until after the third family gathering that he attended. AJ might think it was just a casual friendship, but Stella saw something deeper. Children were always the last to know.

      She turned her focus to AJ's brother, amazed to admit she'd genuinely grown to like him and Madelyn. "Well, at least everyone got past customs with their passports. You have some interesting friends, Adam."

      He shook his head. "Not friends. Clients. Well-paying clients."

      Everyone laughed, ignoring the illegal creation of identities, birth records, driver's licenses, and passports that Adam had produced for Finn, Ethan, and Maire.

      "To Baywood's criminal underground." Adam lifted his beer.

      Finn raised his bottle as he called out, "Sláinte."

      And they toasted to what Stella already knew in her gut would be a holiday to remember.
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        * * *

      

      The rental car bounced through a pothole as it turned into the mostly empty, gravel parking lot across from the main entrance to the monastery. AJ Moore stared out the window toward the old stone building. It was late afternoon and several people walked to their cars. They appeared to be the archeology staff based on their youthful college-age appearance, wearing jeans or khakis, all in hiking boots.

      She glanced to Emory then to Maire, who sat in the back seat with Ethan. The plan was to wait until their meeting with Gallagher, Professor Emory's contact, which was scheduled for tomorrow, before driving to the monastery. But Maire couldn't wait. She had to see it. AJ couldn't blame her. She was curious herself how the monastery had changed in the last two hundred years. From their perspective, it had only been six months since they'd been here.

      From outside, AJ was surprised how little had changed. The grounds around the building now included landscaping, a parking lot, and a new building where the stables used to be. The monastery itself seemed to be in the same condition, but when she squinted, she could see where repairs had been made over the centuries. Even now, a scaffolding had been set up on the far-left corner of the building.

      Ethan and Professor Emory got out of the rental car, stopping a few short feet away to take in the sight. From inside the vehicle and through the half-opened window, the women could hear the professor as he pointed to the outer buildings, the new stables, and the outer courtyard. The courtyard where Finn had killed the Duke of Dunsmore. The professor continued on as he explained the inner courtyard they would see tomorrow. The place where Finn had been captured by the duke, and a day later Peele had been killed. An event that triggered a betrayal by his brother, Dodger, resulting in Thorn's death at Waverly.

      Maire stretched her arm from the back seat to touch AJ's shoulder. She grabbed Maire's hand, and they sat in measured silence. Only those that had been here and had lived through it could understand. Maire hadn't thought it would be this hard, and she swallowed the lump in her throat.

      "Did you want to get out?" AJ's voice was thick, and she released Maire's hand to reach for her water bottle.

      A few minutes ticked by before Maire spoke. "I pictured myself running through the halls, eager to find all of Sebastian's favorite places." A moment later, after the sound of rustling from the back seat, she blew her nose.

      AJ opened her door and turned to Maire. "Come on. Some fresh air will do us both good. Just for a few minutes, then we'll see what our villa looks like." She knew this would be harder on Maire.

      They all had memories of time spent here. AJ had no desire to see the garden behind the kitchen where she'd killed Dugan with a well-placed arrow. She didn't want to remember the dank, rat-infested cell where Finn had been tortured at the hands of the duke. But it hadn't been all bad. She yearned, as she knew Maire did, to sit in Sebastian's library by the light of a lantern and listen to his stories. Or visit the room where she'd stayed, waiting for Jamie and the Daphne to sail into the bay. She'd felt safe among friends.

      There would be time to evaluate the past. To accept and move on. Though one or two memories would be shoved back into the dark corner they belonged. She rubbed her face and got out, slamming her door shut before opening the back passenger door and holding out a hand for Maire.

      "Come on. Let's walk down and see what they did with the stables. Baby steps."

      Maire gave her a withering look, and AJ smiled. "That's the spirit." AJ refused to let go of Maire's hand, and after a few steps, she pulled Maire to her so they could walk arm in arm over the gravel lot toward the outer courtyard.

      Ethan and the professor followed behind, Emory's voice booming as if he were instructing his first-year students. "As I mentioned on our trip over, this is a working monastery. There aren't as many monks as there used to be, but they have volunteers and several paid staff. Their main source of income is the cider.

      "When an adventurous monk found a secret passage, several old rooms were discovered, including the one with the journal, and the historical society was contacted. Soon after, the archaeologists arrived. The church is open to visitors except for evening and holiday vigils. And, of course, there's the Cider House where the stables used to be. The monks run tours two days a week during the winter, except for the holidays when they're open every day until the new year. Though many visitors aren't interested in the tour."

      AJ snorted. It wasn't surprising that most came for the cider, not a lesson in history. Her father would have loved this. And he'd be vying for the chance to see the underground tunnels. How much had Gallagher discovered? How many of the tunnels were still intact?

      The outer courtyard was still covered in cobblestone. To the left was the door that entered the monastery. It was now a double door with a small shed to the right. The neat, hand-written sign gave away its function as a ticket booth for monastery tours. AJ felt the ghostly touch of Beckworth's hand as he guided her past the lecherous mercenaries that fatal night. She touched her cheek that had been scratched after Beckworth had pushed her against the wall—a ploy to distract the guards. Her chest tightened as she remembered her friends.

      Maire squeezed her arm, and AJ shook herself, turning to the right. The path to the stables had been restored and gardens had been added, though only a few plants were still green, the rest already dormant for the winter. A stone patio had been added where empty chairs and tables were scattered with several stored against the building.

      The professor moved ahead of the group, continuing to play tour guide. "The Cider House is only open until three during the week, even this time of year. It's open until seven on weekends."

      The building, twice the size from what AJ remembered, kept the original look and feel of French barns from two hundred years ago, but without the horses and carts. The women peered through the windows.

      "Is this where they make the cider?" Maire rubbed the glass, trying to get a better look. "It looks like a restaurant. Is that a kitchen?"

      AJ studied the open area inside the building. The interior had been decorated in keeping with the feel of a barn with antique farm equipment displayed on the walls or in corners. A separate glass-walled section was easily identifiable as a gift shop.

      The professor stood next to them and curved his hands around his eyes as he peered through the window. "From what Gallagher said, the back portion of the building has been left to show what the stables would have looked like decades ago. A couple old carts have been restored and are being kept for display. I think there's one outside for the kids to play on." He pointed toward the areas Maire and AJ had already seen. "Oh yes, a nice little restaurant and gift shop. I think they plan on adding a small theater to show how the cider is made. I understand during the summer months additional gift and food carts are added outside for some of the local businesses to sell their wares. Just marvelous."

      The professor's words faded as AJ strolled with Maire to the rock wall that protected the courtyard from the cliff. The bracing wind blew across the bay and the women huddled closer, their hair flying behind them. For an instant, AJ stood on the bow of the Daphne as they crossed the Channel, the salt air tangy on her tongue, the sound of the sails when the wind shifted, and the rolling of the deck beneath her. When she blinked, the memory was gone, and it took a minute to understand Maire's words.

      "A restaurant and gift shop." Maire tilted her head, her unfocused gaze on some point over AJ's right shoulder. "I think Sebastian would have been happy to know the monastery survived. And I do remember him mentioning something about cider, but I admit, I never paid close attention."

      "They might not be following Sebastian's smuggling heritage, but they still include the local businesses in their ventures. Something of Sebastian survived." AJ glanced toward the back of the monastery where a chest-high wall had been added, blocking off her immediate view of the kitchen garden. "I wonder how many of the basement tunnels have been discovered. Or if the staircase down to the beach still exists."

      Maire's shrug brushed against her shoulder. "I wonder what we'll be allowed to see. Will this Gallagher let us see the journal?"

      She didn't want to admit to Maire she feared this visit wouldn't satisfy her questions. "I don't know, but we'll find out tomorrow."

      "Maire, AJ," Ethan called. "Let's go. The others will wonder what happened to us."

      AJ turned Maire back toward the car and noted Ethan's concerned expression. She nodded, and he left the professor to take AJ's place at Maire's side. He wrapped her in his arms, her head on his chest as they found their way to the car.

      "Is Maire all right?" The professor strode next to AJ.

      "She'll be fine. Just old memories."

      "I see."

      The professor didn't see at all. He could only guess because he wasn't ready to fully believe what the stones could do. And until he did, he could never fully appreciate the strong emotions this visit would revive. For the first time, AJ questioned their decision to spend the holidays here.
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      The next morning, AJ stretched like a feline before falling back into Finn's warm embrace. He grunted, still drowsy from their evening of lovemaking. He rolled into her, throwing an arm and leg over her as he nuzzled her neck.

      "I'm glad you got over your shyness last night." He kissed her forehead.

      AJ threw an arm over her eyes. "God. Don't remind me. I have to face her this morning."

      "Her room is on the opposite side of the villa."

      "I've never had sex in the same house where my mother was sleeping." Heat flamed her cheeks, and she pushed back, elbowing Finn when his lopsided grin teased her. "You'd understand if it were your mother."

      He pulled her close. "Men don't think that way. Although, isn't Emory's room next to hers?"

      She covered her face with her hands. "Stop. That's even worse."

      He tugged her hands away and gave her a kiss that made her heart race and her toes curl. Then he swatted her backside and rolled away, quickly standing. "I can't believe how hungry I am."

      AJ grinned. "You did have a bit of a workout last night."

      His grin didn't falter as a lock of hair fell over his right eye. "Aye. And after breakfast, I'll be ready again."

      She laughed. "I'm afraid that will have to wait. We have a monastery to tour."

      "I remember a room or two in the basement where no one would find us."

      She snorted, then turned serious. "Do you think they found all the secret rooms?"

      He shrugged as he moved toward the bathroom. "It's been a long time. If Sebastian passed down the information to the younger monks, some of the rooms might have been discovered decades ago."

      He leaned against the doorframe, and AJ couldn't help but gaze at his stunning physique and his ready smile, still amazed by how much he fought for her. What a lucky woman she was.

      "We'll get a sense of who knows what while we're there. Until then…" He winked at her. "I think we have time to share a shower."

      She was out of bed in a flash, and when he turned to enter the bathroom, she swatted his bare ass before pushing past him in a race for the shower.
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        * * *

      

      After a busy breakfast of Adam's famous pancakes, all three cars departed from the villa with the same destination. The sun peeked out from the clouds with the promise of a better day. Helen and Madelyn would take the kids to the Cider House for a tour and play time in the updated stables while everyone else met with Gallagher before the monastery tour.

      "Is Maire going to be okay?" Stella asked from the back seat as Finn drove into the parking lot. "She was rather quiet at breakfast."

      "She's not sure what to expect. I'm not sure any of us are." AJ stuffed a bottle of water in her purse then pulled it back out. "Sebastian meant a great deal to us, helped us in so many ways, but he and Maire were quite close." AJ sidestepped her greatest fear—that Maire wanted to return to her normal time.

      Finn grabbed her hand. "Maire hasn't quite found her place. If she were in her own timeline, she would probably have stayed at the monastery, becoming a student, and maybe one day settling down with a family. But being in the present, she's discovered more doors open to her knowledge and independence. She just needs time."

      "We forced her hand in coming back with us. Maybe that was a mistake." AJ hated to admit it. Fortunately, Maire had acclimated well, and it helped that Ethan had months of time travel experience to guide her.

      "She was in danger. Bringing her with us was the only answer. My sister can be melancholy at times. It started right after our parents' deaths. It's her way of working through the next steps. I think it's safe to say she'll be entirely focused on the monastery during our stay. But she needs this."

      "Well, I say, whatever she needs to do to find her way, good for her." Stella pulled her purse to her and planted her face next to the window to get her first look at the monastery. "And a few pints of cider couldn't hurt."

      AJ laughed. "Have we moved on from wine?"

      "Oh, hell no. But when in Rome."

      Finn shook his head and laughed as he parked the rental. He turned in his seat to face the two women. "Let's remember we're on vacation. Maire has a way of manipulating people to a cause. I would hope the two of you are aware of her ploys."

      AJ and Stella glanced at each other, and they both nodded.

      "No ploys, no games, no mischief." AJ crossed her chest, knowing it would do nothing to appease him.

      "Absolutely. None of that." Stella winked at Finn before she stepped out of the vehicle.

      "AJ." His tone sounded like he knew he'd already lost whatever battle might be coming.

      She poked him in the stomach. "Don't worry." Then she kissed him. "It's not like bad guys are chasing us." She jumped out of the car before her own worry slipped past her well-guarded gates. Where Maire and the monastery was concerned—anything was possible.
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        * * *

      

      "Remember, we're guests here." Ethan touched Maire's elbow, guiding her next to AJ and Finn who were a few steps ahead of them.

      "I'm quite aware how to act in public." Maire's whispered words rushed out with a harsh tone, but Ethan wasn't troubled by them. He knew the reason behind her mood. Fear.

      The last few months in Baywood had been good for Maire. He'd spent most of their time introducing her to new things—movies, libraries, cell phones, and new foods, ice cream being her favorite. They talked for hours most evenings, a fire blazing in the hearth while they stared out the tall windows to the dark ocean that lay behind their reflection. Yet, no matter how many topics they discussed, Maire purposely ignored conversation about the stones or the books. He watched her struggle when the conversation became close enough to bring the topic up, but she always steered the discussion to another subject. The business with the stones didn't feel complete. He understood that. There were too many questions left unanswered. But while he understood her concerns, he preferred to let the matter rest. The Heart Stone was safe, and they needed to think about their future.

      As he saw it, Maire hadn't discovered any pursuits that interested her. Ethan had restarted his security business, and while he maintained a small client base, it was enough to give him something to do. Maire had nothing but time to spend with AJ and Stella, but they had their own careers. Perhaps he should take another look at his and Maire's personal relationship. Maybe she didn't feel comfortable making a decision about her future because he hadn't given her a reason to. As independent as she was, she was still a woman from the eighteen hundreds. She would expect the man to make an offer if he was serious, no matter they were sleeping together. At the same time, he didn't want to pressure her into something so permanent when she hadn't voiced her own thoughts of the future.

      He glanced at Finn and AJ. They had worked things out, but it hadn't been easy in the beginning. He should speak with one of them. Maybe both, but separately. Or better yet, Helen. She'd be more discreet.

      Maire squeezed his hand. "Are you with us?"

      He squeezed back. "I'm here. I'm feeling a bit scattered this morning." He put an arm around her. "I know how difficult this is for you. We have a few days, so take it slow."

      If she was considering a response, it was lost in the introductions as Gallagher approached them just outside the outer courtyard. Gallagher appeared a bit scruffy with a full, graying beard and thinning hair that hung to his shoulders. His plaid shirt and cargo pants were already soiled, and if Ethan looked closer, he was sure to find lose dirt in the man's receding hairline.

      "I thought we'd meet outside since it's shaping up to be a nice day." Gallagher carried a light Scottish accent, and the lines around his eyes reflected a cheery man. "And the tour will take us to some chilly places, so you'll want to make sure you're dressed appropriately." He glanced around and nodded, seemingly approving of their clothing. "Sorry for my appearance, but we found another chamber, and we've been digging our way in."

      Maire and AJ glanced at each other but thankfully remained silent. It had to be difficult for them to not say something, They would know the tunnels better than anyone from the archaeological staff who had been here for the last year.

      "We'll start the tour in the main building itself, then we'll go into the basement. The lower levels are closed, but after speaking to Professor Emory, we might be able to get you to one of the first sublevels. It will depend on where we are with clearing the other chamber."

      He rubbed his hands together. "Any questions before we get started?"

      Ethan held his breath and sighed when everyone shook their head.

      "Instead of starting the tour through the side door, I thought we'd enter through the inner courtyard. It's the main entrance to the monastery and quite an amazing design." Gallagher continued his practiced spiel as he led them around the building to the large wooden doors that had been replaced at least once since Ethan had last been here.

      As they walked, AJ and Maire huddled together, leaving Finn and Stella to walk together. Before they entered, Finn caught Ethan's gaze then nodded toward the two women. Ethan nodded in return. They would both watch over them. It was never a good sign when AJ and Maire were quiet. Only six months had passed since they'd last been here, and this particular entrance would be a difficult place to start.
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        * * *

      

      Maire held onto AJ as they walked through the main doors into the inner courtyard. She felt AJ stiffen as she dragged Maire along, staying to the back of the group. Gallagher stopped in the center of the quiet yard and was explaining its purpose, which was large enough for carts to enter and turn around. This was where their group had entered the first time they met with the Duke of Dunsmore. She glanced up to the balcony. Only a few short months ago, she'd stood next to Sebastian on that balcony. Her knuckles had been white as she'd gripped her rifle, ready to shoot anyone attempting to leave. She smiled. Sebastian had secured the building and saved the monastery from Dugan's men.

      "I can't believe how little has changed." AJ pulled her through the double doors that led to the foyer in the main building.

      Maire had to agree. Somehow, the contractors had managed to get electricity in the building, and she assumed the wiring fit behind the walls that hid the stone beneath. That must be why the corridor felt narrow. But wall hangings still graced the hall. Some looked their age, but most, created in the same style, were newer.

      "I love how they spruced everything up for the holidays." Stella's chipper voice sounded awed.

      Maire took another look, not sure how she missed the garlands of holly and pine or the scent of cinnamon and cloves, at first thinking it must have floated in from the kitchen. But visions of gray walls, the dim glow of lanterns, and old tapestries flashed through her mind. She couldn't seem to reconcile the here and now from the past.

      "Do you want to sit for a minute?" AJ asked. Her brow wrinkled and she squinted, something she'd
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