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        To all my readers who’ve taken this journey with me. Thank you.

        These characters wouldn’t live without you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      You will never be completely at home again, because part of your heart always will be elsewhere. That is the price you pay for the richness of loving and knowing people in more than one place.

      
        
        Miriam Adeney
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      England - 1805

      The ride from Ipswich to London was painful, numbing, and unforgettable. Stella Caldway, a woman out of time, seemed more isolated than she’d ever been. Her horse followed the one in front of her, keeping pace without having to do much thinking other than not falling off the animal. Not nearly stimulating enough to stop the images from bombarding her—kneeling in front of Gemini, Beckworth giving himself up for her, the two-by-four as it came down on his back, then again on his head, him falling before being dragged off... It was a manic reel that played over and over, her own personal nightmare.

      For the first several miles, she followed Morton and Lewelyn, who, from what she’d gathered, had returned to the warehouse and then the docks when she and Beckworth never arrived at the meeting place. They said nothing. What was there to say?

      Her gaze kept falling on Beckworth’s riderless horse that trailed behind Lewelyn’s horse. The sight was a constant reminder of her failure. If she’d paid more attention when running for the meeting spot. If she’d been able to get out of the man’s grasp before the second one arrived. If. If. If. Unable to stand it anymore, she kicked her horse faster until she rode next to them and asked if they couldn’t ride ahead and let Hensley know they were coming.

      “Finn already sent Fitz ahead.” Then Morton noticed her staring at Beckworth’s horse, and she caught Lewelyn’s nod. Morton squeezed her hand. “Of course. We’ll be waiting for you.” And without so much as a nod in Finn’s direction, they took off.

      If Finn wondered about the exchange, he never said a word. AJ rode alongside her for a while, but Stella couldn’t look at her. She finally understood the wordless days AJ had spent on the back deck of the inn, staring out to sea, wondering why Finn hadn’t followed them home. Had she spent those days kicking herself for leaving or not doing more?

      When the sight of London appeared, the city still several miles away, she didn’t see it with the same excitement as that first time on the knoll. Her chest ached, remembering how Beckworth had waited patiently, watching her emotions as she’d taken it all in. He’d wanted to hear her first impressions.

      The city didn’t look the same. Instead of the bustling metropolis she’d originally seen, now she only saw a monstrosity harboring the poor and sick while the rich went to their parties. It was wrong to be looking at it now without him. She closed her eyes. He couldn’t be dead. Gemini had plans for him. If there was only one thing she was grateful for, it was the spiteful woman’s personal interest in him. That alone would keep him alive—for now.

      When they reached Hensley’s manor, Finn helped her off the horse, and AJ wrapped an arm around her as they trudged up the steps. There wasn’t a happy greeting with Mary running down the steps, though a couple of footmen arrived to collect bags, and stable boys took the horses.

      Mary waited just inside the door and took Stella from AJ, clucking at her friend. “You’ve had your own harrowing journey. You have to take care of yourself before you can take care of others.”

      Then Finn pulled AJ away as Mary guided Stella to her room, where Sarah waited with a bath.

      “I’ll have food brought up. Sarah has strict orders to make sure you eat something. What would Teddy think if you’re nothing but a mere shadow of yourself when he returns?”

      Though she didn’t respond to Mary’s words, they nestled in the back of her mind, and she knew Mary was right. But as Stella had always told AJ, everyone deserved a pity party, and she sure as hell had earned this one. And if it lasted more than a day, they’d all just have to deal with it.

      Sarah was an angel who pampered her to a point. She took Mary’s orders quite seriously and sat on the bed as she coaxed Stella to finish the light meal. Fortunately, neither she nor Mary forgot Stella’s penchant for coffee. There was always a fresh carafe provided until shortly after lunch, when Sarah replaced it with a bottle of wine. These women were too good to her and more than she deserved.
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        * * *

      

      AJ watched Stella stumble up the stairs. In all the time she’d known her, she was typically upbeat. She had her moods, mostly an overload from her clients, and she’d disappear into her garden. It would be a day, sometimes two, before Stella rejoined the world. But AJ could count on one hand and, quite frankly, a couple of fingers when Stella had been so distressed over a man. It was always Stella that walked away—all for solid reasons—but she took each of them to heart.

      All the time she’d worried about Beckworth watching out for Stella, she’d never imagined them becoming that close. She tilted her head as Stella disappeared down the second-floor hall. It was obvious she had strong feelings for him. They’d been on the run for a long time, which might have put them in intimate settings. The question was how long their relationship—or whatever it was—had been going on.

      Beckworth would never take advantage of Stella. Not without the knowledge that either she or Finn would kick his ass. But this wasn’t the time to ask. Stella had disengaged from the world, and something told AJ it was going to take more than a day’s worth of pity party to come out of this one.

      Finn put an arm around her shoulder. “Let’s go to the study. Hensley will want to debrief. You know there’s nothing you can do for her now.”

      “I know. It just wasn’t the homecoming I was expecting.”

      He kissed the top of her head. “I know. We’ll work it out.”

      Hensley was already behind his desk while Sebastian sat by the hearth, staring into the fire. Morton and Lewelyn stood against the wall near Lando, and Fitz sat on the floor in a corner. Thomas pulled two chairs over for them.

      Hensley wasted no time. “What happened?” He looked at his two men to start the replay. Morton gave a detailed report from when they left London to their role in setting the diversions to give Beckworth time to sneak into the warehouse. After setting their charges, they went to the livery, which was their second meeting point. They were to arrange for a wagon in case the smithy needed to be transported to London for his injuries. Lewelyn had a bad feeling, so they’d run to the church where Stella and Beckworth were to take the smithy if his injuries could be treated locally. When no one was there, they followed the most likely route to the docks in time to see Beckworth fall.

      Finn took over and gave their account of going to the blacksmith’s shop. The smithy hadn’t been there for a couple of days, and they found his body in the warehouse after the Phoenix had set sail. “We didn’t want to leave him there, so we contacted the local constable.”

      “We told him we’d been looking at warehouses available to store cargo.” Thomas looked exhausted. He’d been racing from one city to another since leaving Bransford and dealt with a harrowing ambush that took one of his men. Two others were in upstairs guest rooms, healing from their injuries. “The constable had been concerned when he heard of the smithy’s strange disappearance and was genuinely upset to discover he’d been tortured so close to home.”

      “He’ll never get the answers he wants,” Finn said. AJ stroked his arm, remembering her inability to look at the man’s body, and knew Finn had found it difficult. They all had. “The man was a loner, and though he’d been a devout man, the constable knows we all have a history. And this time, his past caught up with him.”

      “He was a good man,” Sebastian said from his seat by the fire, never turning away from the flames. “Your story wasn’t far from the truth. He had a troubled childhood and ran with the wrong crowd until a few years before I met him in London. He was visiting his mother, who’d been sick and didn’t recover. He’d turned to the church for salvation. I never thought he’d give his life for the chronicle.”

      “I’m not sure it would have mattered if he’d given them the chronicle the minute they stepped into the smithy,” Lando said. “They somehow discovered he had the book. Gemini had been in Ipswich a long time, and she had plenty of men to scour the area. She knew we’d be coming for it and used the smithy to lure us in. And it worked.”

      “The smithy was most likely past saving when we first saw him in the warehouse, but he was heavily guarded.” Morton’s remorse was plain to see, as was Lewelyn’s, but they were most likely blaming themselves for the loss of Beckworth. “Our plan was solid. Only Stella can tell us what happened once the diversion started.”

      “And I expect that will take some time to get from her.” Hensley tapped his desk as he stared down at it.

      “Once we made it to the docks, Stella was on her knees in front of Gemini and Gaines.” Finn continued with his report. “I can see why men fall for Gemini’s guise. She’s a beautiful woman but hard as nails from what little I heard. There were too many men for us to do anything, and it was sheer luck we got as close as we did. We were all surprised when Beckworth walked out of the shadows with the chronicle, ready to trade it for Stella.”

      “Do you think he knew I had a man on the roof?” Thomas asked.

      Finn shrugged. “I think he was bluffing, though he’d seen Lando and must have known we had more men. He probably guessed we didn’t have as many as we needed to make a difference. Thomas’s man had orders to take out either Gemini or Gaines or whoever threatened Stella. But it would have been a bloody scene if fighting had started.”

      Hensley nodded. “Which is why Beckworth suggested the trade. He must have known Gemini could have easily walked away with both him and Stella.”

      “He blew her cover.” Finn tapped his finger on the armrest, his brows furrowed. “He wanted to remove Gemini’s need for her since she would no longer be a valuable trade for the Heart Stone. But in doing that, Stella became collateral damage. He traded himself for her safety.”

      AJ had been holding it together up to that point. All the time they’d been chasing Stella and Beckworth, she’d been worried that no one would look out for her when it truly mattered. To put their own life on the line for her. Beckworth was a good friend, a trusted friend. Yet, when he gave himself up for Stella, she’d known then he was a better man than she ever gave him credit. She would never have guessed something deeper might have developed between them.

      Was their unique relationship the simple fact of him rescuing her in the first place? Perhaps some reverse form of Stockholm syndrome. She’d have to wait until Stella was in a place to discuss it. One thing was for certain, something serious happened if Stella refused to go home.

      AJ vaguely listened to the plan, which was nothing more than sending men to watch the coast to see if they could find the Phoenix. All bets were on Southampton or back to France and the monastery.

      Until they knew more, her focus would be set squarely on Stella. Then another thought came to mind. Stella and Beckworth had been in London for several days before leaving for Ipswich. If anyone knew what went on in this house, it would be Mary.
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      Baywood, Oregon - current day

      Maire desperately wanted to grab her stomach, but she clutched the chronicle to her chest with one arm and held tightly to Ethan with the other. The duffel over her shoulder weighed heavy and threatened to topple her over.

      She kept her eyes shut tight in an attempt to ward off the blinding light and grimaced against her need to vomit. Her last thought before she was pitched aside was whether the books held any advice to make the time jumps smoother.

      She hit something so hard her teeth rattled and vaguely remembered the duffel. Ethan let go of her hand, and she immediately clasped her stomach and rolled over, the strap of the duffel slipping off her shoulder. All she did was gag, her stomach still twisted in knots. She hadn’t eaten anything since early that morning in Stokenchurch, and it had only been cheese and bread. There wasn’t anything left to throw up.

      Then she remembered the ambush and their need to jump. She rested her forehead on the wooden dock, hoping their gamble had been worth it and that Fitz, Thomas, and the men found safety. In a frantic movement, she searched for the chronicle and thanked the heavens when her hand touched it. It took a minute while her eyes adjusted to the natural light of the sun rather than the intense whiteness of the jump.

      She reached out for Ethan, who lay on the dock motionless. That wasn’t right. She crawled to him. “Ethan? Ethan? What’s wrong?”

      He was on his side, the duffel still against his back, acting as a prop to keep him upright. She pulled the duffel from him, and he fell onto his back. That’s when she saw the blood.

      “Oh my god, Ethan. Can you hear me?”

      She checked his pulse at the wrist. It was weak, but it was there. He groaned, and while the sound didn’t ease her panic, it settled her enough to think. The blood was heaviest near his stomach. He must have been shot before the fog took them.

      “Ethan. You need to wake up.”

      The sound of footsteps startled her, and then the dock shook. She glanced up, terrified of Gemini’s men somehow finding them.

      “Maire. Are you alright? What the…” The man looked familiar. “Is that Ethan? He’s been injured.”

      The man pulled something out of his pocket. Her fuzzy brain cleared enough to recognize Isaiah. Oh, god, no. She turned around, scanning the area. The wooden dock was the one in Baywood, not somewhere in London. That would explain the cleaner-smelling air. But this wasn’t what they’d expected. Not with both Heart Stones in London.

      Her focus turned back to Ethan. At least he had a better chance of survival in this time period.

      “Adam. Code red.” Isaiah glanced at Maire and then at Ethan. “Maire and Ethan are back, but Ethan’s been injured.” Silence as he listened. “There’s a lot of blood, but I haven’t had a chance to look. I wanted you to know first. Bring everyone.” He stuck the phone in his back pocket, then looked at Maire.

      “Are you okay? Any injuries.”

      She took a moment to consider his question, but other than sore muscles and a stomach cramp, she felt alright. She nodded. “I think Ethan’s been shot.”

      “Alright. Let me check. Adam is on his way, and he’s bringing help.” Isaiah felt for a pulse as she had, but rather than check at his wrist, he laid two fingers on Ethan’s neck. “He has a pulse. I’ve felt stronger, but it’s there and seems regular.” He opened an eyelid. “Ethan, buddy, are you awake? Can you hear me?” He turned to Maire. “Come over here and hold his hand. Let me know if he squeezes it or if you feel anything.”

      She did as she was told, her nerves settling with Isaiah’s calm tone.

      “Ethan, it’s Isaiah. If you can hear me, try to squeeze Maire’s hand. She’s right here with you, and she’s fine. You both made it back.” He glanced up at her, but she shook her head. “That’s alright. From what I remember AJ saying, the jump takes quite a bit out of you. He’s obviously lost blood and is just unconscious. Let’s not read too much into that.” When she nodded this time, Isaiah began pulling Ethan’s shirt up.

      The shirt, sticky with blood, was pulled away slowly, Isaiah pressing lightly on Ethan’s skin as more and more was exposed. “You wouldn’t happen to have a towel or something we can use to wipe away some of this blood in one of those duffels?”

      The question caught her off guard, then the healer in her finally kicked in. “No towels but plenty of shirts.” She opened Ethan’s duffel since it was closer and rummaged past the weapons until her fingers found the edges of fabric. She tugged and pulled out a shirt, tossing it to him before digging out another.

      Isaiah blotted away the blood, but from where she sat, she couldn’t tell how much was still seeping from whatever wound Ethan had sustained.

      He nodded. “I think we’re okay. It looks like a flesh wound, though it’s decent-sized. Help me roll him over so I can see what his back looks like. I’m going to roll him toward you.”

      She moved back a couple of inches and pulled Ethan to her while Isaiah prodded the wound and Ethan’s back.

      “I think we’re out of the woods. There’s no hole, markings, or bruising on his back. What I don’t know is why there’s so much blood. The wound isn’t near any vital organs, though it might have nicked a rib.”

      “The jump presses in on you. It feels like a large hand grabbing your stomach and twisting as it tries to rip it out.”

      “Something like squeezing a sponge?”

      She shrugged. “Close enough.”

      “Maybe the pressure created by the jump forced more blood to his extremities, and when it found a hole, it just pushed more out.”

      She laughed and shook her head. His explanation, while making eerie sense, sounded completely crazy. “Like making orange juice.”

      Isaiah chortled. “More like tomato, but it’s the best guess I have. Unless we find something else when we get him to the inn and get the wound cleaned, I think we’re dealing with blood loss more than anything else.”

      “Where did you learn to be so calm with so much blood?”

      “I spent a summer on a fishing trawler out by the Aleutians. They’re a string of islands off the Alaskan coast, and we were far from any medical facilities. You’d be amazed at the type of injuries one can get on a fishing boat, especially with all the hooks and spearguns.”

      They spoke of his fishing days while they waited. He appeared to intuitively understand she wasn’t ready to discuss why they were back without the others. It was another fifteen minutes before Adam was running down the hill toward the dock, Madelyn a few steps behind him.

      Adam slid to a stop and dropped to his knees. “What happened? How bad is it?”

      Isaiah gave him the rundown of what he’d found. “The wound is still bleeding, but it’s more of a trickle now. We need to get him stable and determine if he needs blood.”

      “I’ll get the couch ready for him.” Madelyn hefted a duffel. “Bring him straight to the living room.” She began the trek back up the hill but turned after a few steps. “Maire, I could use your help with preparing hot water and then grabbing sheets, towels, and everything you can find in the medicine cabinet.”

      Maire nodded and stood, her gaze locked on Ethan. She wanted to watch over him.

      “The men will get Ethan to the house. We need to have everything prepared.” Madelyn prodded with the best of intentions.

      If Maire focused on the injury rather than the man, she’d know what she needed to do. She set aside the fact it was Ethan bleeding and picked up one of the bloody shirts. The other had been tied around Ethan’s waist to staunch the bleeding and would have to do until they got him moved. She strung the other duffel over her shoulder.

      “Where are the others?” Adam asked as she walked away.

      “I don’t know.”
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        * * *

      

      Maire knelt on the floor next to Ethan, who lay asleep on the couch. Once they’d been able to clean the wound, it was easy to see Isaiah had been right, a flesh wound from a flintlock. She’d stitched it and applied a salve. Ethan woke long enough to drink a few drops of her herbal remedy mixed with a drug Doc had given her.

      All she wanted to do was curl up next to him and sleep, but Adam and Helen, who’d arrived with Emory shortly after Adam, had dozens of questions, most she couldn’t answer. She went over the main highlights of their trip since first jumping back when Stella had been taken, which in this time period was about three days, but had been several weeks for her and Ethan.

      “Let me make sure I understand.” Adam had pulled out a pad of paper and pen as he usually did, writing down what she presumed were the salient points. “You were ambushed, fully surrounded, and Ethan decided to jump. This was what you did that time at Waverly, right? When Finn got left behind.”

      She nodded. “The problem was, Ethan knew both Heart Stones were in the past with us. We thought the incantation would take us to Parliament or to AJ, who we assumed would be in London by then.”

      “That confirms one thing,” Isaiah said. When everyone glanced at him, he shrugged. “Didn’t we wonder if the incantations would take you to a Heart Stone if they were in the same time period? This confirms they don’t.”

      “So it would seem,” Maire replied. “Or maybe we just needed a different incantation.”

      “All that time and you and AJ never caught up with Stella?” Madelyn asked.

      “No. We were so close when we docked in Saint-Malo, but she’d been abducted again. AJ’s been beside herself with worry.”

      “But it sounds like she’s safe now.” Adam glanced at his wife.

      Maire wished she had something more to offer them. “We know Beckworth has been traveling with her, keeping her safe as he can, and now Sebastian is with them.”

      “AJ trusted Beckworth, right?” Isaiah asked. “I mean, I know he was the enemy when he was here in Baywood, but he’s part of the team now. Did Finn seem worried?”

      They were fair questions. She took a moment to consider whether she believed Stella and Sebastian to be in good hands with Beckworth.

      “My relationship with Beckworth is colored with bad days and better days where he’s concerned. But if I think about his behavior since the time we returned to find Finn, there’s no question he’s been trustworthy. For AJ to have trust in him gave me a different perspective on the man. At the monastery, after Stella had been kidnapped again, he’d beared full responsibility, though it hadn’t been his fault. He’d done everything he could to get them as far as he did, considering the number of men Gemini sent after them.

      “The fact he was willing to board the kidnapper’s ship so he could watch over Stella and Sebastian told me everything I needed to know. That and the fact I’d seen how miserable he was before then. If anyone can keep them safe, he can. Besides, the earl received a message from Barrington just before we arrived in Hereford, letting him know they were safe and heading to London. Hensley will protect them.”

      “And AJ?” Helen asked. Her eyes were teary bright, but she held her head up, ready to hear any tidbit regarding her daughter’s whereabouts.

      “They had a long journey to Bréval, which is close to Paris. I know times are dangerous to be in France during the war, but she’s as safe as can be with Finn and Lando. It will just take them longer to reach a port and find a ship to England, which shouldn’t be a problem since Finn knows many captains.”

      Helen nodded, but there was little she could do to prevent a mother from worrying over her child.

      “I’m sure Ethan can tell you more once he wakes. The problem is, we need to return, but I’m not sure how to get us back to the right moment in time.”
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      England - 1805

      After Hensley excused them, AJ followed Finn to their room. She shooed Willa, Mary’s newest lady’s maid, away since all she had to peel off were her pants and shirt. A tray had been left filled with an array of meats, cheeses, and treats, along with a bottle of wine and an urn of coffee. AJ poured a cup and nibbled a strawberry tart.

      “Dessert before the main meal.” Finn stepped behind her and wrapped his arms around her. “You Americans are heathens.”

      She made an exerted effort to lick her fingers clean. “And I’m proud to be the shining example.” Then she took another bite.

      He laughed as he took off his shirt and pants.

      She glanced around. “I see water simmering by the fire. Were you expecting a bath?”

      He swung her around and kissed her soundly. “It was more to attend to my wife.” His gaze softened. “I know you’re hurting, too.”

      She hugged him tight. “I don’t know what to say to her. I suppose I’m lucky she’s not ready to talk.”

      “Let’s get you into something more comfortable, and I’ll make a plate. We can eat in bed. How does that sound?”

      “A picnic?”

      “Absolutely. Wine or coffee?”

      “I’ll stick with the coffee. But I’ll have a glass after a nap.”

      They settled into bed, each sitting cross-legged while moving the food onto napkins.

      “Did she tell you anything about Beckworth?” Finn placed two pieces of cheese on her napkin and then on his.

      “No. I was totally blindsided. Whatever happened, it seems pretty serious if she won’t go home.”

      “Do you think Beckworth has the same feelings for her?”

      The question startled her. “He saved her.”

      Finn shrugged. “I wouldn’t expect anything less of him. Whether it was for his own honor, for you, or for Stella, we might never know if we don’t find him. Maybe he did it for all those things.” He finished his meal and placed the remains on the tray. “Until we locate the Phoenix, all we can do is wait. To be honest, I’d prefer not doing anything other than search for him until Ethan and Maire return.”

      “Since it’s been a few days since they jumped, and they haven’t shown up yet, we should assume they went to Baywood. If that’s true, and she uses the same incantation, it could still be a couple more days.”

      “Fitz says she took the chronicle with her. Maybe she’ll find something in it to improve the timing.”

      She grimaced. “Or she’ll monkey with it and end up years off.”

      “There’s my optimistic lass.”

      “What location do you think they’ll try for? Hereford seems plausible since that worked before. I wonder what would happen if they arrive at a time before they jumped back.” All the different scenarios she’d seen on science fiction shows flitted through her brain. None sounded promising.

      “There you go, getting ahead of yourself. Let’s deal with what’s in front of us. We need Stella to share her story. I’d also like some time with Sebastian.” His gaze took on a faraway look, and when she tapped his knee, his grin instantly appeared, but his eyes were still shaded.

      “You’re worried about Jamie.”

      “Aye.”

      “When would you have expected him to arrive?” She scooted off the bed and picked up the tray. “It should have been safe travels if he stuck close to the coast.”

      “I wouldn’t have expected him to arrive before Beckworth and Stella, even with their stop at Waverly. But he should have arrived before us.”

      “What about weather?”

      “It’s possible. He might have stopped at Bristol on his way south. He wouldn’t have wasted an opportunity to haul cargo.”

      “As he was trained to do.” She climbed into bed and knelt behind him, moving her hands over his shoulders and gently kneading them.

      Finn leaned into her, and his soft groan encouraged her to deepen the massage. Before long, and an hour later, they were both lying in each other’s arms, staring at the ceiling.

      “After our nap, I’m going to ask Mary to join me for tea.”

      “You think she has gossip?”

      She snorted. “I can’t believe you’re asking that question. I heard one of the maids grumbling about Lady Agatha. It sounded like they’d recently been here.”

      “While Stella was here? That couldn’t have gone well.”

      “That’s what I’m hoping to find out. And maybe she’ll know what was up between Stella and Beckworth.”

      “Not only a heathen but a strategist. I’m impressed, Mrs. Murphy.”

      “As you should be, Mr. Murphy.”
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      AJ stood in front of the mirror and turned to check the back. Her hair had grown long enough for Willa to add a few curls. And the jade-green day dress was a good color for her complexion and hair. She was starting to enjoy dressing up for social events.

      Mary had decided to go all out for the engagement. AJ would be treated to a full tea service for two in the solarium. She placed a hand over her stomach, hoping there was room for the food Mary was sure to provide.

      She’d been lining up her questions since rising from her nap while Finn dressed for an afternoon with Sebastian. The monk had expressed an interest in visiting Westminster Abbey, wishing to pay his respects. To whom, Finn had no idea and decided it wasn’t his business, but she suspected his curiosity was piqued nonetheless.

      He’d given her a swift kiss before leaving. “Don’t overthink it. Let her drive the conversation. You only need a word or two to steer her in the right direction.”

      “It sounds like manipulation.”

      He’d laughed. “Says the reporter.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Her hand shook when she tugged at her bodice and the pinch of material at her waist. She wasn’t nervous to spend time with Mary. It was more that she might not be ready to hear whatever Mary was willing to share. She should wait for Stella, but she had to know if something truly connected the two or if Stella was dealing with a one-way attraction. That answer would guide her on the best way to respond. If it was a one-way thing, that was something they’d both dealt with in past relationships. But if there was any indication Beckworth felt the same way, what would happen when it was time to go home? She wasn’t sure she wanted to know the answer.

      “You look perfect, my lady.”

      AJ slapped the maid’s arm with her folded fan. “Enough of that, Willa. I know it’s the proper way, but I prefer Lady AJ if you have to use the title at all.”

      Instead of looking admonished, the maid gave her a wink. “If you stay with us much longer, you’ll be here for Lady Agatha’s next visit.”

      “Well, now, that’s just mean.”

      They both chortled as Willa followed AJ out the door.

      Mary was already in the solarium, which was smaller than the one at their estate in Bristol but had a perfect view of the garden. She set down her embroidery when AJ entered and moved to the table for two by the windows. The sun was out, but a nearby tree shaded them from the glare.

      “Oh, my dear, you look wonderful. I’m not sure why we haven’t done this before.” Mary sat, and once AJ was settled, a footman poured their first cup of tea.

      “So much is usually going on with our arrivals, it’s lucky we ever found time to relax. This is the first time I can remember having so much free time.”

      “This isn’t the best of times with Teddy missing, but he would want us to carry on while we have people searching for him.”

      “The two of you have grown quite close.” AJ smiled. Finn had been right, but she should have remembered Mary’s love of conversation.

      “It’s like we’ve known him for years. Hensley was guarded at first, but actions speak louder than words, and Teddy has been nothing but loyal and honest. He does so much for Hensley, and not just with their business dealings.”

      “And now this thing with Gemini. We’re still trying to figure out her end game. She’s not very predictable.”

      Mary giggled. “What woman is?”

      AJ laughed with her. “Truer words.”

      Footmen arrived carrying trays of food, and as expected, AJ could already feel her stomach swelling before she ate the first bite. She bit into a cream-filled biscuit and inwardly sighed. “I hear we just missed Elizabeth.”

      “And what a lovely visit it was. Agatha came along, of course, and I hosted a few other guests that night.” Mary nibbled a thin sandwich with some type of chopped meat filling. “You should have seen Stella. When Beckworth first introduced her, I knew I’d like her straightaway. That evening she was dressed as if she’d lived here all her life.”

      “Really? I wish I could have seen it.”

      “She still has the dresses. The blue one was luscious, but nothing compared to the periwinkle masterpiece.” She sipped her tea and gave her a wicked smile. “You should have seen the men gawk when she walked into the room for dinner.” She chuckled. “I suppose the women as well, for that matter. Of course, Teddy kept her by his side the entire evening until Elizabeth stole her away at dinner.”

      AJ considered that. There could be several reasons why Beckworth kept Stella by his side. The first one that came to mind was ensuring she didn’t talk her way into trouble. But was it more than that? AJ finished a tart and selected a slice of spiced bread. “I can’t say I’ve ever seen Beckworth with a woman at a party.” Not that she’d seen him at any social gathering other than her first stay at Waverly, and she didn’t count that.

      “We hadn’t, either, but even Hensley commented on Stella’s hold on the man. You know he paid for both her dresses, including the fittings. And if that wasn’t enough, Agatha was speechless when she noticed the opal necklace and bracelet Teddy had given her.”

      AJ’s cup rattled in its saucer, and she almost knocked over her plate. He’d bought jewelry for her? The dresses were one thing, but jewelry?

      “I think those two have a very special relationship. He took her all over London. From what I hear, Eleanor adores her as well.”

      AJ sipped her tea before she choked on spiced bread. Sebastian hadn’t mentioned they’d stopped at Eleanor’s. But that would make sense if Waverly was being watched by Gemini’s men.

      “She must truly be heartbroken without Teddy.”

      The statement startled AJ out of her musings. “I think she feels responsible.”

      “That’s only natural in these circumstances.” Mary refilled their teacups and glanced out the window. “I think the lilacs will be glorious this year. Teddy took Stella to Whitechapel to visit the flower vendors.”

      “Whitechapel? Isn’t that a dangerous area?”

      Mary shrugged. “It can be, but Hensley says that’s where Teddy’s old friends live, so I imagine he felt it safe enough for Stella.”

      AJ pulled out her fan and waved it fast enough to lift the edges of her napkin. Had Beckworth taken her to meet his old crew? Boardinghouses and the East End. What the hell had he been thinking? Someone had some explaining to do.
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      Baywood, Oregon - current day

      Ethan listened to the voices, unsure of where he was, and groaned when he tried to lift an arm. A painful twitch on his side reminded him of a glade and a run-in with a sword. He opened his eyes to the most beautiful sight in the world.

      Worried green eyes stared down at him, lines forming between her brows. He smiled when she ran a hand over his cheek.

      “Hello, beautiful.” His throat was scratchy.

      “You worried me to death.”

      He blinked, then memories slammed into him, and he turned his head, the motion forcing another groan. The voices had stopped, and his eyes darted around, taking in as much information as he could since he seemed incapable of moving for the moment.

      The ceiling should have given it away, but he didn’t have to look farther than Maire’s crisp flowered blouse covered with a light sweater to know they weren’t in 1805 anymore. He sighed, not really surprised they’d returned to Baywood.

      “Ethan. How do you feel?” Adam’s voice came from somewhere over Maire’s right shoulder, and soon his face came into view. “You had us all scared when we found you on the dock covered in blood.”

      He tried to rise, but his side burned.

      “Here, drink this.” Maire shoved a glass in front of his lips.

      Without thinking, he did as she commanded and then almost spit it out. “Good Christ, that’s horrible. Now I know why Finn and AJ grumbled so much.”

      Maire tsked. “It will help you heal.”

      “There must be something in this time period that tastes better than that and provides the same effect.” He ran a tongue around his mouth, trying to ease the horrid aftertaste. “How long have we been here?” His voice sounded more like his own, and he tried to sit again.

      Strong arms lifted him as pillows were stuffed behind him. He stifled another groan, but at least he could see the room without straining his neck. Then Isaiah moved into his peripheral vision.

      “A couple of hours. You have a flesh wound from what Maire believes to have been a flintlock rifle.” Isaiah offered him a glass of water, and Maire held it to his lips. The water was cool and revitalized him while washing away the rest of the bitter medicine. He didn’t taste any additives in the water, but he refused to ask for fear Maire might force him to drink more of her vile herbal remedies.

      “I remember feeling pain just as the fog took us. I thought it might be worse than it was.”

      “Thank heavens it wasn’t. I’m not sure how I would have explained it to the paramedics if we had to call them.” Adam pulled his chair closer.

      He scanned the room to find Madelyn, Helen, and Emory hovering close. “Did Maire tell you what happened?” He hoped so because he wasn’t sure he had the energy to go over it all.

      “The highlights from when you left Baywood to the ambush outside Stokenchurch.” Adam glanced down at a pad of paper in his lap. “I checked a map. It’s hard to tell two hundred years later, but it appears to have been a fairly wooded area at one time. It would have been an excellent spot for a trap.”

      “Maire also told us how everyone split up to look for the chronicles.” Helen’s eyes appeared watery. “She thinks AJ is alright, but she was still in France the last time you’d seen her.”

      He nodded, and when he shifted on the couch, it didn’t hurt quite as badly when he pushed himself up to a better-seated position. “She was with Finn and Lando. I know it seems a dangerous time to travel through France, but Finn speaks the language, so it will help. The role of the Irish in the war is complex as they fight on both sides. I wouldn’t worry too much about them getting to London. The question is whether they were able to retrieve the chronicle.”

      Then he gripped Maire’s arm, but she was already nodding. “We have the second chronicle. It’s safe.”

      He relaxed, not realizing how tense he’d been until he heard they’d completed part of their mission. “I suppose it was too much to hope for a jump to London.”

      “You’re lucky you didn’t end up back at the monastery.” Emory held Helen’s hand, and it appeared she was squeezing it tight. “The incantation might have taken you to the torc rather than the earrings. It’s amazing for their small size that they still hold the power of the Heart Stone.”

      Maire gave Emory a quick glance. Her brows rose as she considered his words. “I hadn’t thought of that, but you’re right. It was a possibility.”

      “We didn’t have a choice,” Ethan insisted, suddenly questioning their decision.

      “Of course not.” Adam’s words weren’t said to make him feel better. There was honesty behind them. “It worked before, bringing the fog. From what Maire says of the situation you were in, it was your best recourse to save the others. We can only hope it worked.”

      Maire turned to Isaiah. “Why were you so close at hand to find us on the dock?”

      “We weren’t sure how long you’d be gone, but we thought it best to have someone at the inn in case there were any more surprises from the past. My schedule is more flexible since I can do most of my schoolwork remotely. Adam and Helen fill in to give me a break, and you’ve only been gone for three days.”

      “We need to go back.” Ethan caught Maire’s grimace. “You got us back there before, you can do it again.”

      She shook her head. “The timing was off by several days.”

      “It was off by two days, and now that you know that, you can work on improving it. I’ll need a day, maybe two, before I’m ready to travel.”

      “I’ll be the judge of when you’re ready.” Maire used a damp towel to wipe his forehead. “We need to make sure there’s no infection, and you’ll need your full strength back.”

      He recognized her hunched shoulders and wrinkled brow. “Have you had a chance to review the chronicle?”

      She shook her head.

      “She wanted to read it, but we made her take a shower and then had to force her to eat something.” Helen laid a quilt over him. “I think it’s best you get some more rest before we move you upstairs to the guest room. Adam can help Maire get you into a bath when you feel up to it. Once you’re both rested and fed, we’ll give her the chronicle.”

      He chuckled. “I assume you’ve hidden it from her.”

      “It’s not funny.” Maire’s lips twisted anyway, and it made him feel better that she understood the group’s concern for her.

      “I might be a bit rusty with my Celtic, but I had a few moments to review some of the pages.” Emory appeared to be the cheeriest of the group. “I’m also fairly good with encryption. I might be of some assistance to Maire, if only as an observer, but perhaps I can also be a second pair of eyes.”

      Ethan remembered that Emory had been a professor of ancient studies at the university in Eugene. His specialty had been in Celtic and Irish studies, which was how Adam and Stella met him.

      “It couldn’t hurt,” Maire agreed as she stood. “Let me get you a bit of soup, and then you can rest.”

      He knew she would hide a sleep potion in the soup, but he nodded and squeezed her hand. As much as he wanted to jump back immediately, they had to be smart about their return. There was an advantage in coming back to Baywood. Maire would have the proper time to study the chronicle to see if there was anything useful in fine-tuning the incantation. Even if it took a month and they had to use their last incantation, being a couple of days earlier or later than when they left would be better than nothing.

      He could only hope that whatever the outcome, it wouldn’t be too late.
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      England - 1805

      Stella was true to her word, remaining in her room for two days to participate in her solo pity party. AJ visited twice to make sure she was still breathing and to share what Hensley and Finn were doing to find Beckworth. Her wine-clouded brain picked up various words—men watching the coast, a message to the monastery, a dispatch sent to Waverly. It didn’t matter. Nothing would come of it. Something tickled at her, nudging her with a forgotten memory. She was self-aware enough to know focusing on the problem wouldn’t force the answer. Her best option was to do what came naturally—let her subconscious do the heavy lifting. The answer would come. She just needed to wait.

      On the third day, Sarah pestered her about getting air, and a walk through the garden would do her good. It’s where she’d be if she were home, so she relented. She found AJ sitting on a bench near a willow tree. It was the same bench she’d shared with Beckworth on their last day in London.

      “I hope you don’t mind.” AJ patted the seat next to her and nodded to Sarah in a way that said she’d take over babysitting duty.

      Stella patted Sarah’s hand. “It’s alright. Come find me in an hour.”

      When she sat, AJ took her hand. “You don’t have to talk. We can just sit here. I know what you’re going through. You know that. So, I’ll be here when you’re ready.”

      And they sat without speaking for the entire hour. They leaned against the back of the bench and watched the birds flit about in the beautiful sunshine. Though she tried to focus on the flowers and trees around her, the same questions played over and over. Was he being held in the dark hold of the ship? Were his wounds being cared for? Was he resting comfortably in Gemini’s cabin? She almost cried with relief when Sarah came for her.

      The next day, when she met AJ in the garden, she felt a bit more like her old self. But that nagging feeling they were looking for Beckworth in all the wrong places still plagued her. Instead of worrying over it, she glanced around and noticed the world around her for the first time since returning from Ipswich.

      “Where’s Maire? I would have expected her to join us.”

      When AJ didn’t say anything, her worry for Beckworth slid aside. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      AJ pushed her hair back and sighed. “They retrieved the chronicle without a problem. On their way back, the team was ambushed before they made it to London.”

      She stared at her. Something didn’t compute. “Wait. Fitz and Thomas had been with them, but they were at Ipswich.”

      AJ nodded. “They were surrounded. Gemini’s men planned on taking Maire and the chronicle, then killing everyone else. They had no way out.”

      She let the words sink in, then she understood. “She jumped with Ethan.”

      “And it worked as well as it did at Waverly. Fitz, Thomas, and the rest of the men were able to get away under the cover of fog. Since Maire and Ethan haven’t shown up, we assume the jump took them back to Baywood.”

      Beckworth had mentioned Maire modifying the incantation when they followed her to the past. “So, they might already be back and on the way here.”

      “If the incantation works like it did the first time. There’s no way to be sure until they show up.”

      That was the problem. There was nothing to do but wait. “That’s as much information I can take for one day. If you don’t mind, I’d like to go back to my room now.”

      “Of course.” AJ stood and took Stella’s arm as they strolled back to the manor. “Do you think you’ll feel up to eating with us tonight?”

      She patted AJ’s hand and stepped back. “We’ll see.” She turned for the foyer, leaving AJ to watch her walk away.
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        * * *

      

      Stella woke with a start. Her short time in the garden had zapped her strength, and she’d fallen on top of the bedcovers, drifting instantly to sleep. Sarah’s footsteps brought her to partial consciousness, but not enough to fully engage before she was out for the count.

      At some point during her deep sleep, her subconscious musings paid off. With a certainty she couldn’t explain, there wasn’t a doubt in her mind the team was searching for Beckworth in all the wrong places. She scoured her room for Beckworth’s saddlebag, which she insisted on keeping for him, and found it stuffed in the back of a wardrobe closet.

      She dragged it to the bed and picked through it, removing the contents item by item. It made sense to give everything a thorough review in case there was something Hensley might find important. She set the coffee pot, utensils, and other supplies to the side. After taking a long sniff of his two shirts that still held his scent, she set them in a separate pile. There was a pouch the size of a cell phone that she expected to hold coins, and it did hold a few, but there were other items stashed inside. One was the map she’d been looking for, and the other was a dozen of her origami swans. She could understand one, they’d become a bit of a joke between them, but twelve seemed odd. She put them back in the pouch and opened the map.

      It was the one they’d taken off the dead guy at Eleanor’s. It showed the three locations of the chronicles—Bréval, Worcester, and Ipswich. The fourth and final mark was London.

      When she’d discussed it with Beckworth and Sebastian, they’d assumed Gemini expected their team to join Hensley at his London house, where he would be in residence for the season. But maybe London was selected for another reason. Gemini had proven to be clairvoyant before in guessing Beckworth’s strategy when they’d run for Southampton. Though it made sense their team might meet in London, they could have easily decided on Bristol or a southern port before sailing for the monastery.

      She tapped her finger on the X. If she’d learned anything after spending time with Gemini, the woman was crafty. Dollars to donuts, the woman was up to something. Something no one would see coming.

      “Sarah!”

      When the maid didn’t respond, Stella raced to the door and swung it open. She yelled down the hallway, “Sarah!”

      It didn’t take long to hear stomping feet as Sarah burst from the servant’s stairs. “Lady Stella. What’s wrong?”

      “Have they been seated for dinner yet?”

      Sarah shook her head. “Another half hour.”

      “Then let’s get busy. I’m going to dinner.”

      Sarah smiled, happy she’d finally relented. If the poor thing only knew there was a storm brewing.
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        * * *

      

      Stella breezed into the dining room with two minutes to spare. All conversation stopped when everyone stared at her stunning cobalt-blue dress that Beckworth had bought when they’d first arrived in London. Her hair was pinned up in a simple style, with her leaf hairpin placed in a prominent spot. Her opal necklace settled just above her bodice, and the matching bracelet was warm on her skin.

      Stella was back, and she had a mission. With any luck, they’d see the answer as clearly as she did.

      Finn was the first to greet her, and he bent in a deep bow, making her laugh. Hensley and Lando followed suit before they introduced her to Thomas. She wondered why Lando and Thomas weren’t part of the search for Beckworth, but it wasn’t her place to ask, as much as she wanted to. But with Ethan and Maire missing and Jamie and the Daphne still unaccounted for, they might be waiting should their friends need them. That was something she understood.

      When the butler called them to dinner, Finn held out his arm to escort her. Lando offered his arm to AJ, who took it with a pleasant smile, but her eyes squinted when she glanced at Stella. She responded with her most innocent smile, though it was impossible to hide anything from her. AJ was quite aware she was up to something, but if she’d told AJ her plans, she would have to tell Finn. And Stella wanted to share her idea in her own way and not have it diluted through Finn’s eyes.

      The conversation was lively throughout most of the meal, with Hensley and Mary dazzling them with stories of their trips taken abroad years before. It all worked into Stella’s plan for the group to be at ease as she waited for dessert to be served before making her first move.

      “How’s the search for Beckworth going?”

      The room quieted with forks raised over their spiced rum cake with gingerbread frosting, eyes darting from one person to another.

      Finn took the bullet for them. “We have men searching up and down the coast for the ship.”

      “I know it’s only been a handful of days, but how long do you think it will take to scour the coastline?”

      “There’s a great deal of land to cover with plenty of coves where the ship could have docked.”

      She nodded. “So, we’re talking weeks rather than days.”

      He glanced at AJ before answering. “Very likely.”

      “I think we’re looking in the wrong place.”

      Heads that had previously been lowered as if the dessert was the grandest they’d ever eaten suddenly rose. Stella held back her smile. Now they were getting somewhere.

      “What do you mean?” Hensley asked.

      She glanced around the room, her gaze touching on AJ, who was shaking her head. It wasn’t that she didn’t understand what Stella was doing. She understood quite well and was begging her to stop talking and not get in the middle of it. AJ had to have known that was a fifty-fifty shot at best.

      She opened a small coin pouch she’d tied to a button sewn at her waist and pulled out the map, handing it to Finn. “I think Beckworth showed this map to Hensley. It was the one we took off Gemini’s man at Eleanor’s. Pass it around, and you’ll see that London was important to Gemini.”

      Hensley waited until he looked at the map, most likely ensuring it was the same one he’d seen before. “I did speak with Beckworth about this. We both agreed that it was highly likely she planned on returning to London if she thought it was the best way to barter for the other chronicles, or perhaps steal them back. But capturing Beckworth with the third chronicle would have changed that. She would be mad to sail up the Thames with all of us actively searching for him.”

      “Well, that’s the point. We’re not actively looking in London.” Stella spread her arms wide, encompassing everyone at the table. “Besides, I think we can all agree she’s unpredictable.”

      “It wouldn’t be strategically prudent to sail into London,” Finn replied.

      Stella glanced at Sebastian, who she hadn’t seen since her return. He didn’t look at her with the same pity as the others. He wore that silly grin that made you wonder if he understood the magnitude of the situation or was mentally drifting in another dimension. His gaze sparkled with humor, and he gave a slight nod.

      He believed her. He understood the unconventional thinking that appeared to run in the Belato family.

      Stella held her ground, unwilling to give in. “You haven’t met her. You heard her at the Ipswich dock. Her plan went awry, and while others might take a step back and reconsider their position, she doubled down. We can easily look at her and say she’s mad as a hatter, or you can see someone who’s been making plans for years and always has another option in her back pocket.”

      She caught Finn’s glance at Lando, and she knew she’d hit a chord, but it wasn’t enough to come to her aid. She added her last assurance in her most convincing broker voice.

      “She’s coming to London, if she’s not already here.”

      If for no other reason than to get back to dessert, Hensley made an offer. “I can send a couple of men to monitor the docks on the off chance the ship sailed under cover of darkness.”

      The others nodded, and though she knew Hensley would be true to his word, two or three men weren’t sufficient. The Thames was a long river with just as many places to dock as the coast.

      The men continued the discussion with how committed they were to the search while providing sound reasons why London would be a terrible risk. She listened, letting the matter rest as she took a bite of cake.

      The men’s response wasn’t a surprise. She’d expected it, which was why she would retire early and spend the rest of the evening preparing for phase two. She had no choice. This group wouldn’t discuss it with her because Finn and AJ could only see the real estate broker. They hadn’t seen what she was capable of. They couldn’t understand, but they would soon enough.
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      Baywood, Oregon - current day

      Ethan carried a tray to the back deck where Helen had prepared the patio table for lunch. Adam manned the grill, cooking hamburgers while Madelyn fed the kids at a smaller table, helping them add fixings to their hotdogs. They’d been back a week, and he’d become stir-crazy trying to stay busy.

      Jackson welcomed his assistance on the new deck being added to the inn’s master bedroom while he split part of his time at the McDowell house puttering with minor repairs. The work gave him time to consider their next steps once Maire developed an improved incantation.

      He glanced around, noting the only two missing from the scene were Emory and Maire, who both spent long days locked in Finn’s study. Maire translated the second chronicle while Emory reviewed the piles of notes and journals she’d collected from the druid’s grimoire and the first chronicle which were safely hidden at the monastery.

      “Lunch is about ready.” Helen filled glasses with iced tea. “Do you want to get them, or should I?”

      Ethan glanced at the table with dishes of potato salad, green salad, fruit salad, baked beans, potato chips, and all the toppings one could want for a hamburger. He had to admit, he missed this century’s food. His preferred tastes might have been altered by the limited choices when moving from one inn to another, or it might have been the improvements in modern-day convection ovens and proper refrigeration. Of course, Maire found solace each evening with her ice cream maker. He rubbed his stomach. A five-mile run would be in order to fend off the effects of the sweet dessert.

      He placed a hand on Helen’s shoulder. “I think it’s my turn to fetch them and hear their wrath about leaving at a critical moment.”

      She laughed. “If we didn’t force them out of that room every few hours, I’m afraid we’d find them passed out over piles of paper, dehydrated and half-starved.”

      He was still chuckling as he strode toward the library and was surprised when Maire and Emory met him at the stairs. The first thing he noticed was their huge grins.

      Maire nodded. “We think we have what we need for a new incantation.”

      “It required bits from her excellent notes from the grimoire, what she’d put together from Sebastian’s last journal entries, and pieces of a new incantation from the second chronicle.” Emory seemed to have grown younger after a week locked in a study. But Ethan imagined it was more the professor’s enthusiasm to continue his life’s work.

      The two of them continued to chatter on their way to the deck. He didn’t understand most of it, but he found humor in their ability to complete each other’s sentences as if they were an old married couple.

      Helen laughed and blushed when Emory took her by the waist and twirled her around in a
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