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      Isabella Montgomery stood on the wharf, the boardwalk jarring slightly beneath her feet as people left the little keelboat that brought them from the French ship, the Aigle. The newly arrived Aigle was anchored in the middle of the wide Mississippi River, its sails furled.

      New Orleans had come alive with the ship’s arrival from France. Conversations blurred around her, punctuated by the sound of boxes and trunks being loaded on carts and wagons.

      The ship brought news from Paris including the latest fashions, books, and music. Under normal circumstances, Isabella eagerly looked forward to catching up what was going on in the civilization of Paris and London.

      The brackish water of the Mississippi, smelling of the sea, lapped at the edge of the boardwalk as the keelboat’s sailor prepared to go back to the ship for another load of passengers.

      “Pardon.” Isabella stepped forward to the edge of the boardwalk, calling out to the sailor.

      Isabella wore a white taffeta underdress revealed beneath a light blue overdress. Her brunette hair fell around her face in soft ringlets. Her bonnet had a white ribbon tied into a bow just above her forehead. Her bonnet had a little plumage of soft feathers tucked into the back band. One of the feathers tickled her cheek as the wind breezed from over the water.

      Behind her, drivers waited with buggies to carry the weary travelers into town. The smell of horses was strong, reminding her of the early morning rain.

      The sailor turned and looked at her, a grin revealing the loss of all but two teeth.

      Isabella refrained from recoiling and rolling her eyes. Did men ever think of anything other than having a woman beneath them?

      But desperate times called for desperate measures. She’d been waiting for two hours, watching the keelboat come and go. Soon the heat would be unbearable and she needed to seek out shade.

      “Do you have an Alexandre Richard aboard?”

      The sailor scratched his chin. He was so obviously stalling for time, Isabella would have found it comical under other circumstances.

      She put a hand on one hip and looked at him with her most unforgiving stare. Coquettishness would have been far more effective, but she didn’t dare lay her charm on this man. Not when she was here unchaperoned on the wharf. Especially not when the sailor was grinning at her like he’d just spotted a most delectable dessert in the window of the bakery downtown.

      The ship’s bell rang out, no doubt summoning the sailor back. After scowling over his shoulder, the sailor looked back at her with a much more serious expression. “I ain’t seen no Alexandre Richard. Is he your husband?”

      “Are you certain? He was to be on this ship.” Isabella ignored the man’s personal question.

      “I don’t recall no one named Alexandre or no one named Richard. But I don’t hobnob with the gentry.” The sailor picked up the oars. “But if you ain’t seen him, he ain’t here. I just hauled over the last of ‘em.” He nodded behind her. “You can check with the man back there. He brung letters and whatnot from Paris.”

      She looked over her shoulder. Several ladies and gentlemen had gathered around a man dressed in sailor’s garb setting a large wooden crate on the ground. “Of course,” she said. “Thank you.”

      With one last longing glance at her, the sailor pushed off and began using the wooden oars to paddle toward the ship. Isabella turned and joined the growing crowd around the man with the box of letters.

      She craned her neck to see past the crowd, three deep now. The older grizzled sailor opened the box and took out a stack of letters.

      He studied the first letter for a minute, then stuttered over a name. “Oh hell,” he said, dropping his arms, the letters clutched in his hands. “Can any of you read? I can’t hardly make out these names.”

      Three seconds passed. No one said anything. Isabella’s hand shot up. “I can read.”

      She made her way through the crowd, reaching the sailor. He handed her the letters. She read the first name, then looked up expectantly. When no one claimed the letter, she went to the next name.

      Soon she had a dozen unclaimed letters in her hands. She turned to the sailor, still standing next to her. “Would you mind holding these for me?”

      She picked up another stack of letters and read the first name. This time a man called out, holding out his hand to take the letter. Encouraged, Isabella began reading through more letters, calling out the names more quickly now.

      “Isab-” Isabella Montgomery. A shiver shot through her. She swallowed thickly. Her name, in familiar handwriting, was scrolled across the envelope. She glanced up at the expectant faces in front of her and slipped the envelope into her skirt pocket.

      She rushed through the rest of the names. Then handed the unclaimed letters to the sailor. “Thank you,” she said, her heart racing. “I have to go.”

      She gathered up her skirts, turned, and dashed toward the Vieux Carré. She wasn’t sure where she was going until she found herself inside the nearby cathedral. She slid onto a cool wooden bench and, her hands trembling, dragged the letter from her pocket.

      She turned it over and ran a finger over the wax seal. She recognized the design as Alexandre’s family crest. She took a deep breath and held onto the thought that her name was in Alexandre’s handwriting. That meant Alexandre wasn’t here as he’d promised, but he was alive. He had to be.

      Sliding her finger beneath the paper, she broke the seal. The paper crinkled as she unfolded it and began to read.

      My dearest Isabella,

      It is with great regret that I find myself writing this letter. So much has changed since you left. My father has bid me to marry my cousin. I tried to tell him about you, but he wouldn’t listen.

      If I don’t marry my cousin, his estate will all go to my brother and I would be left penniless. I couldn’t bear that for myself, much less for you.

      So I will be staying here in Paris. And will probably be married by the time you get this letter.

      I hope that you are well and I wish you the best. I pray that someday we’ll meet again.

      Sincerely,

      Alexandre

      Isabella closed her eyes as shock and disbelief washed over her. Blinking back the tears, she read the letter a second time.

      Then a third.

      Alexandre wasn’t coming.

      When Isabella’s father had decided to move the family to America, Alexandre had declared his love for her and promised to join her within the year.

      That promise that Alexandre would be joining them had been the thing that Isabella had held onto during the long months at sea and the subsequent weeks of settling into a new country.

      She thought about him day and night. For nearly two years since she last saw him. Standing on the dock. She’d looked over her shoulder, the wind whipping her hair all around her. He’d lifted a hand to say good-bye.

      She’d thought his impassive face was his way of denying his sorrow. He was impassive while her heart broke into a thousand tiny pieces.

      They had decided it was best to keep their love secret, so Isabella hadn’t told her family about him. And he hadn’t told his about her. Besides, her father would have considered her too young to be in love, much less marry at age fourteen.

      She’d imagined how Alexandre would show up on her doorstep and ask her father for her hand. They’d be married and live happily ever after.

      A cold resignation settled over her.

      Alexandre was marrying someone else. His cousin.

      And Isabella was stuck here alone in this God-forsaken country.

      In a burst of anger, she crumpled the letter and stuffed it back into her pocket.
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      Isabella wanted to go home. She wanted to curl up in her bed and stay there until her heart healed, however many centuries that might take.

      She walked through the French Quarter, her head down. Her reason was twofold. One, her heart was so broken, she could barely put one foot in front of the other. The other reason was that though the French Quarter was a short cut home, she’d heard tales of the voodoo practitioners who haunted the area. And truth be told, Isabella was afraid of them.

      “Come here, child.”

      Isabella turned toward the singsong voice of an older woman.

      “What’s troubling you?”

      Isabella hesitated, glancing toward the woman calling out to her. The woman dressed in gypsy garb stood outside a little tent. Her skin was dark and her eyes even darker.

      She immediately recognized Madame Marie Laveau. Madame Laveau had been to Isabella’s home where she’d styled her mother’s hair. Someday soon, her mother assured her, Isabella would be old enough to have her hair styled by Madame Laveau also.

      “Isabella? Right?” The woman smiled kindly, motioning her forward with one bare hand.

      Isabella sighed and walked toward Madame Laveau. What difference did it make anyway? Her life was over. What could Madame Laveau possibly do to make things worse?

      Isabella followed the voodoo princess into her little tent. They each sat on a little cloth mat across from each other. Isabella gathered her skirts around her, not even caring that her dress was immediately catching dirt from the ground.

      “Tell me what troubles you.” Madame Laveau lit a little short candle as she spoke. “What has your beautiful face in such a state of despair?”

      Isabella simply pulled the crumpled letter from her pocket and handed it to Madame Laveau. Madame Laveau held the letter a moment, looking quizzically at Isabella. It was only then that Isabella realized Madame Laveau probably didn’t read.

      Then to her surprise, Madame Laveau unfolded the letter and quickly scanned it. “This Alexandre is not your true love.”

      Her words were like sand in an open wound. “How do you know that?”

      “He’s not here and...” Madame Laveau picked up a pebble and set it on the ground between them. “He’s chosen another.”

      “But he promised.” Isabella couldn’t help the little pout that formed on her trembling lips.

      Madame Laveau poured something from an earthen pitcher into a tin cup and handed it to Isabella. “Drink.”

      Isabella sipped, relieved that it was merely water.

      “Drink all of it,” Madame Laveau said, when Isabella went to hand it back.

      Isabella did as she was told, then passed the cup back to Madame Laveau.

      Madame Laveau refilled the cup from the pitcher and set it between them next to the pebble.

      Isabella watched as Madame Laveau picked up a short stick and drew a circle around all three items.

      “Everyone has a soulmate.” Madame Laveau’s voice was hypnotic. She lifted her hands and closed her eyes. “But they often get separated, sometimes never to find each other again.”

      Isabella held her breath, entranced by Madame Laveau’s words.

      Madame Laveau opened her eyes and looked at Isabella. “Your soulmate is not here. He is in a different time. I can cast a spell for you to find him, but it comes at a cost.”

      “What kind of cost?” Isabella whispered, grasping onto the only part of her words that were making any sense.

      “You must repay it fifty times over.”

      “Fifty times…” Isabella shifted her gaze to the circle Madame Laveau had drawn in the dirt. “What does that mean?”

      Madame Laveau smiled. “After you find the soulmate that is meant to be yours and live out your days together, your spirit will be charged with reuniting others.”

      Isabella recoiled. Madame Laveau was talking about spirits, the thing that frightened Isabella most.  She swallowed and fisted her hands in her skirt. She attempted a smile. “That can’t be so hard. But why do they need my help?”

      Madame Laveau ran her hand over the candle flame, then took Isabella’s letter and put the corner of it in the flames.

      Isabella gasped and reached out. Madame Laveau held out a hand. “This one is not for you.” She held up the letter and they watched as it burned. “Remember these words. Two. Be.” Madame Laveau took the ashes and scattered them inside the little circle.

      “Two be,” Isabella murmured.

      “Bradford…” Madame Laveau murmured.

      “Bradford?” Isabella looked over her shoulder, but no one was there.

      “Never mind.” Madame Laveau said. “That part’s fuzzy.”

      Isabella pushed her hair out of her eyes. Waiting in silence.

      “They’re the ones separated by time.” Madame Laveau reached out and touched Isabella lightly on the cheek.

      Isabella closed her eyes and for a moment her mind went blank.

      “Like you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Three years later

      

      

      Isabella clutched her ticket in one hand and her valise in the other as she made her way down the narrow train aisle. The train was crowded with men, women, and children of all ages talking excitedly.

      It was the first time that most of them, Isabella included, had ridden on a train.

      She jumped at the loud sound of the train whistle. She’d heard the whistle before. Just not this close and from the inside of a train car. Along with the whistle came a flurry of soot.

      Tasting the bitter soot, she wiped at her lips and came away with a streak of black on her fingertips.

      “You’ll get used to it,” an elderly man with gray hair and a cane said as she walked past his seat.

      “I’m not sure I want to,” Isabella said, wiping her hand on her skirt. Then she checked her ticket again and looked at the imprinted number on the wall.

      Seat 2B.

      “I think I’m sitting beside you,” Isabella said to the elderly man.

      “Ah. It’s my lucky day, then.” He stood up and allowed her to take her seat next to the window. She straightened her narrow traveling skirt and matching burgundy bonnet. She tucked a stray loose ringlet behind her ear.

      Isabella was traveling from New Orleans to Baton Rouge to spend the season with her father in their plantation home. Her mother wasn’t feeling well, so she’d be traveling a bit later. Father was so busy planting tobacco, that he didn’t have time to run the household.

      At nineteen, Isabella was considered a spinster. Her father had attempted to marry her off three different times, but she’d have none of it. Fortunately, her father didn’t force her to do anything she didn’t want to do.

      It broke her heart to know that he considered her to be a disappointment.

      Her seat mate settled back on the bench next to her. She kept her gaze out the window to discourage conversation. She wanted – needed – some time to herself. To think.

      As the train left the depot and the novelty began to wear off, she leaned her head back against the wooden bench and closed her eyes. She fell asleep to the erratic sounds of her seat mate snoring mixed with the rhythmic sounds of the engine steadily chugging along the tracks.
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      Isabella woke to the sound of a loud steady roar.

      Instead of the uncomfortable wooden bench, she was sitting on a soft comfortable parlor chair. And the air was clean.

      She was home then.

      She’d been having a most interesting dream about riding on the new train from New Orleans to Baton Rouge.

      She stretched her arms and opened her eyes. There was the back of another seat in front of her. It was designated as 2B.

      2B. She ran a hand along the smooth unfamiliar material.

      Remember these words. Two. Be.

      2B.

      Fully awake now, she sat up and looked around. The older fellow who had been sitting next to her was no longer there. Instead, there was an empty seat, also as nice as any parlor furniture.

      She looked out the window. If she’d thought they were traveling fast before… they were practically flying now.

      Her gaze was drawn back to the other passengers. She could only see half a dozen of them due to the high-backed chairs, but each and every one of them had their eyes glued to a small, thin box.

      Though they weren’t conversing, she heard a conversation in the background along with some music.

      “Well, hello there.” A man, with clear, clean-shaven skin stopped before sitting next to her, one hand on the back of the chair in front of him. He had perfect, white teeth revealed by lips that curved in a surprised smile.

      “Hello,” she said, completely at a loss.

      He was wearing denim britches and a… white undershirt. He glanced at the place number on the back of his seat. “Am I in the right place?”

      “I wouldn’t know.” Isabella sat up straighter in her seat as he sat next to her.

      “My name’s Bradford.” He held out his hand.

      “Bradford…” How many times had that name replayed in her mind over the past three years? More times than she cared to think about.

      When she put her fingertips against his outstretched hand, he looked surprised. But he quickly recovered and brought her hand to his lips.

      As his breath brushed over the back of her hand, she experienced that same blankness of mind that she’d had when Madame Laveau had cast that spell all those years ago.

      And this time she felt a tingle against her cheek. Nothing more than the sensation of a fingertip sweeping across her skin.

      As she gazed into his bluest of blue eyes, she was lost in an odd feeling of familiarity. Familiarity and a sense of belonging.

      This was not the time period she had fallen asleep in.

      But this was quite possibly the man she belonged with.

      Perhaps Madame Laveau had been right. Perhaps two people had to find each other in whatever time they found themselves.

      She smiled back at him. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Sir. My name is Isabella.”

      Looking surprised and confused now, Bradford pulled a letter out of his pocket. “Isabella Montgomery?”

      She nodded, unable to speak. How could this man possibly know her name?

      “I have a letter written by you.”

      “No,” she breathed, taking the letter he handed to her.

      It was old and fragile with age, ripped in places. She carefully unfolded it and stared at her own handwriting.

      It was a letter she’d written to Alexandre when she’d still thought he would be joining her in America.

      Except… the salutation was missing and there were more smeared words than legible words.

      My dearest…,

      … I miss you every minute of every day…

      I can barely wait until you’re able to join me here.

      I miss you terribly…

      Forever yours… waiting… across… time and space.

      Isabella Montgomery

      “How did you get this?” she asked, not looking up at him.

      “It’s been in my family for decades.”

      Decades.

      Madame Laveau had been right then.

      She looked back up into eyes that looked ever so familiar.

      She smiled.

      True love transcended time.
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      Sometimes keeping up with senior citizens was like herding cats.

      Lilah Woodward stood at the steamboat’s iron gate, clutching her iPad to her chest, tapping her stylus against its back cover.

      The light wind from the Mississippi River tousled her hair. The weather had turned out to be perfect for today’s outing.

      Lilah wore a knee-length red skirt and a matching suit jacket that reached her hips. She wore her favorite black knee-high boots. She’d worn red so that people could find her easily and she wore boots with no heels for comfort.

      She watched Mrs. Avery cross the gangplank ever so slowly. The older woman was carrying both a purse and an over-sized tote bag that looked like it would tip her over any minute. What could she possibly need for just a day trip? Her face was lost behind huge bright pink sunshades.

      When Mrs. Avery stepped aboard, Lilah smiled, opened her iPad, and checked her off the list. Mrs. Avery was wearing a green hat topped with many matching wispy feathers. Mrs. Avery was nothing if not colorful.

      As she stepped in front of her, Lilah wondered if she’d taken a bath in something that smelled like olive oil.

      Mrs. Avery patted Lilah’s cheek. “So beautiful,” she said with a big smile that accented the blush she’d liberally applied to her cheeks.

      Just as she had Mrs. Avery safely on board the ship, Mr. Samuels came from the other direction, heading off the ship.

      “Mr. Samuels,” Lilah called, putting a hand on his upper arm. “Where are you going?”

      “I left my sunshades on the bus.”

      Before she could react, he’d bolted out the gate and was hurrying down the gangplank. His gait was wobbly, though he kept one hand on the rail. Lilah held her breath until he was on solid ground.

      Mrs. Avery nodded approvingly. “Never go on the river without your sunglasses.” She turned to Lilah. “Oh dear. I hope he finds them.”

      She circled his name on his list. “I’m sure he will.” Thirty people were a lot to keep up with. And it was her job to make sure no one got left behind or misplaced once they were on board.

      And all that was just before they hit the open water.

      Lilah stood at the edge of the ship, watching the murky water lapping the edge of the gangplank. The water smelled like dead fish. Dead fish and something else… maybe stale coffee.

      She checked her list again. There should be twenty-eight people on board right now. Seniors, as she liked to call them.

      Turning her back to the railing, she began doing a head count. The passengers were all hers. Autumn Acres had rented the ship for the day.

      They would be traveling from Baton Rouge to Oak Alley where they would have lunch and back again.

      Lilah had a bachelor’s degree in hospitality management. Though she’d never planned to work at a senior housing facility, she found it fulfilling.

      Most days.

      All jobs were trying at some point, so she really had no justification for complaint. There were difficult customers anywhere. Even the Westin Galleria.

      Lilah had grown up at her mother’s knee at the upscale Galleria hotel in Houston. Her mother had made dealing with even the most difficult client seem effortless.

      Need a room upgrade? Done. Even if there were no better rooms, her mother made them feel like they were getting something better.

      Need a personal shopper for the Galleria? Her mother could pull one out of a hat.

      Need extra water? Linens? Tissue? No request was too small.

      Every guest left feeling like the most important person who ever stayed at the hotel.

      It was only after Lilah began studying hospitality in college that she discovered what an unusual talent her mother had.

      Lilah had followed her father’s footsteps and enrolled at Louisiana State University. Lilah had actually grown up in Zachary, a smaller town, just north of Baton Rouge. Just after she turned eleven, her parents had divorced and her mother moved to Houston.

      She’d claimed that her father held her back. Lilah went with her mother of course, but since she’d moved back to Baton Rouge five years ago, her relationship with her father had grown stronger than ever.

      After she graduated from LSU in Baton Rouge, Lilah accepted a job offer where she’d done her internship.

      Autumn Acres.

      Both the owner and manager of Autumn Acres had practically begged her to stay. The residents had responded really well to the activities Lilah had introduced. And they liked her.

      She was still searching for a job in Houston, but so far, she hadn’t gotten even so much as an interview. She could have used her mother’s name to tip the scale, but she was determined to do it on her own. If an employer expected her to live up to her mother’s level of skill, they would quickly be disappointed.

      Lilah knew she wasn’t putting her full effort into her job search. Part of her didn’t want to leave her father. They had lunch together every Sunday and Lilah wasn’t ready to give that up.

      The seniors were all here. All except Mr. Samuels and the missing Mrs. Brown. The only thing understated about Mrs. Brown was her name.

      She had her own driver and never rode the bus. She only lived at the community center because she liked to be the center of attention. They had to wait for her. God help them if they left her.

      Lilah checked her watch. Mrs. Brown should be there soon. She loved to make a grand entrance.

      She turned back to look toward the parking lot. Mr. Samuels had probably lost his sunshades.

      Then she saw Mrs. Brown’s black Cadillac rolling into the parking lot.

      The driver pulled the car up to the gangplank, got out, and opened the back door. It took every ounce of self-discipline she had for Lilah not to burst out laughing.

      Mrs. Brown was wearing a long silver evening gown with a red fur stole wrapped around her shoulders. Like Mrs. Avery, she was wearing a hat with feathers and big sunglasses. Yellow sunglasses.

      What was it with seniors and their sunshades?

      Her driver took a small suitcase from the trunk and rolled it along behind them. Lilah groaned. Surely Mrs. Brown knew that this was only a day trip. It didn’t require a change of clothes, much less a suitcase. Though in her case, a change of clothes wasn’t such a bad idea.

      Mrs. Brown strutted toward the ship, taking her driver’s arm as she navigated the gangplank. At least she wasn’t wearing heels.

      Stepping onto the ship, Mrs. Brown lifted her sunshades and peered at Lilah. “This was a wonderful idea,” she said. “I hope you weren’t waiting on me.”

      “Mr. Samuels isn’t on board yet.” Lilah said and wasn’t surprised at the look of disappointment on Mrs. Brown’s face.

      Lilah was proud of herself for keeping a straight face. “But we waited for you, too,” she added and as expected, Mrs. Brown’s little pout turned into a smile.

      As Mrs. Brown wove herself along the deck, greeting everyone, taking compliments on her oh so inappropriate dress, Mr. Samuels came back, grinning, sunshades in hand.

      Lilah heaved a big sigh of relief, pulled out her cell phone, and called the captain.

      With everyone on board, they were cleared to start their journey up the river.
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      Renting the steamboat out for the day included the use of several rooms for the seniors to use for taking naps and resting and whatnot.

      As tour coordinator, Lilah was given a room of her own. She needed it store medications, snacks, and a few other things she’d needed to bring along for the passengers.

      Now that they were on the water, and all the seniors were accounted for, she took a few minutes to go to her room and get everything she’d brought on board organized.

      The room number was engraved on the old-fashioned silver key she pulled out of her pocket. 2B.

      She found the room with 2B on it and unlocked the door. It was one of the bigger rooms. It had a king bed, a sofa, and a large bureau for clothes.

      After pulling the suitcase through the door, she hefted it onto the bed, and began unloading it.

      She’d brought Bengay in case someone had sore muscles, Tylenol, a roll of gauze bandage, paper tape, disposable gloves, and scissors. She’d also brought along snacks – cookies, crackers, and juice. She took Mrs. Avery’s insulin out of the little cooler pack and put it in the compact refrigerator she found hidden in the bureau.

      After everything was put away, she put together a snack platter with chocolate chip cookies, oatmeal cookies, Kit Kats, and prewrapped brownies. She’d learned not to bother to bring fruit. Only a couple of them would eat it, and even they preferred sugary snacks.

      Thinking this would hold them until they made it to Oak Alley, she went back up to the deck and set it on an empty bench.

      Mr. Samuels was already sleeping, sitting up.

      Mrs. Brown stood at the railing, talking animatedly, an elderly gentleman on either side of her.

      Lilah chuckled to herself. She could only imagine what Mrs. Brown must have been like when she was a young woman.

      Half a dozen of her charges had already gone to the cabins to rest or nap. They’d be at their stop within an hour, so Lilah had about forty minutes before she had to round everyone up again.

      She sat down on one of the chairs and watched the shore as they floated past. She never ceased to be amazed at the massiveness of the Mississippi River. It was truly grand. Beautiful and dangerous all in one.

      She had to admit that one reason she’d planned this trip for the residents of Autumn Acres was because she wanted the experience. Since she’d moved to Baton Rouge five years ago to go to Louisiana State University, she’d heard so much about the river road, Mississippi, and the plantations along it.

      She’d taken history classes. She knew that the history of the south was good and bad, depending on how you looked at it and who you asked.

      She knew it was a controversial subject among many. She also knew that it was a big part of Louisiana’s heritage and there was no denying the romantic lure surrounding the antebellum south.

      So, she’d gathered up the higher functioning residents of Autumn Acres and set off on a riverboat cruise to Oak Alley and back.

      It was something most people in her position wouldn’t have taken on. Perhaps she had a bit of her mother in her after all.

      She was just closing her eyes when Mr. Samuels sat down beside her.

      “This is a really nice thing you’re doing for us.” He unwrapped one of the Kit Kats and bit off the end.

      Lilah smiled. She was fairly certain the tray would be empty when she got back to it. “I hope it’s something you all will enjoy.”

      He nodded and stuffed the candy wrapper in his pocket. “You’re not married.” He was looking out at the river and not at her, so this was something he’d noticed before or something the seniors had talked about.

      “No.” Lilah sat up straight. It was a topic the seniors liked to talk about.

      “It has to be by choice.” He ran a hand along the iron spindles of his chair.

      Lilah shrugged. “I guess.”

      “There’s always a choice.” He reached into his shirt pocket and took out another Kit Kat.

      Lilah chuckled. If she’d learned nothing else, she’d learned that seniors loved sweets. “I’ve dated, but don’t want to get too tied down.” She checked her phone. No service out here. “I’m planning to move to Houston when I can find a job there.”

      “Right.” He slowly unwrapped his candy bar and seemed to consider. “So you believe you choose who you love.”

      Lilah really didn’t want to get into this conversation with Mr. Samuels or anyone for that matter, but he seemed harmless and she didn’t have anything else to do at the moment.

      “I wouldn’t go that far. But I don’t go looking like a lot of people. I don’t do dating websites or anything like that.”

      “So you’re not looking.”

      “Right.”

      He finished off his second Kit Kat. “Be wary,” he said. “Love finds you when you least expect it.” He nodded as though to emphasize his words, then pulled himself up, and walked along the deck.

      Lilah watched him walk away. His gait was unsteady, but it didn’t hold him back.

      She tried to smile at his words. After all, it was nothing she hadn’t heard before.

      At any rate, she couldn’t suppress the shiver that ran along her spine.
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      Oak Alley was everything Lilah had expected and more. The massive lawn seemed to dwarf the huge mansion. Two rows of tall, ancient oak trees lined a walkway that was wider than most highways.

      The clean scent of fresh cut grass soothed Lilah’s senses, leaving her with a sense of calmness.

      It was such a long walk from the river to the house, that most of the seniors had to take turns riding on two little golf carts the administrator provided upon request.

      She’d waited behind, made sure everyone got off the steamboat, and had either been driven to the house or was walking that way.

      She walked behind them, enjoying the well-tended beauty of the grounds. The oak trees were so old that their lower limbs curved to the ground under their own weight. The limbs were as wide around as most tree trunks. Wispy gray moss randomly draped from the tree branches.

      She caught a whiff of food from the restaurant – French fries and hamburgers maybe - and her stomach grumbled. She hadn’t thought to bring a snack for herself.

      Unfortunately, they had planned lunch after their tour of the house. Lilah had done that on purpose. All but a few of the seniors took naps after lunch and they could sleep on the boat ride back to Baton Rouge.

      After a peaceful walk beneath the oak trees, Lilah stepped onto the veranda with her charges. She was surprised to see the front door open. She was even more surprised to see that with the back door open too, she could see all the way through the house.

      Mrs. Avery had already wandered inside and the young tour guide had to usher her out. Welcome to my world, Lilah thought as she went to the tour guide’s rescue.

      Mrs. Brown had made herself at home in one of the rockers on the veranda. She’d taken her big yellow shades off and was swinging them by the stem as she talked animatedly.

      The tour of the house itself was surprisingly uneventful. The seniors seemed to be as enchanted as Lilah was.

      She was disappointed they didn’t get to go upstairs, but there was something about renovations. When they were all gathered back in the foyer, Mrs. Avery asked about the grandfather clock.

      The grandfather clock stood tall and regal in the foyer. It was tall, probably seven feet high, but it was silent.

      “It hasn’t worked in about twenty years,” the tour guide said. “or so they tell me. That was a little before my time.” The added comment elicited laughter from the elderly who doubtlessly knew that the tour guide hadn’t even been born twenty years ago.

      “Surely someone’s tried to fix it.” Mrs. Brown jumped in with her usual no nonsense attitude. “It’s such a beautiful thing. It must be hundreds of years old.”

      “They have,” the tour guide assured her. “But nothing works. It seems like the clock has just given up and shut down. Frozen in time.”

      Lilah felt that shiver running down her spine again.

      She wondered if perhaps she was coming down with something.
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      The restaurant wasn’t far from the house itself, so getting everyone there was easy enough. Most of the time was spent with everyone figuring out where they wanted to sit.

      About a fourth of them, Lilah included, had to take a table outside, since their large group filled all the tables and then some.

      Lilah didn’t mind. She sat at a table with Mr. Samuels and enjoyed the soft breeze that brought the scent of magnolias with it.

      Someone at the table next to them ordered a mint julep and Lilah could smell the fresh mint used as a garnish. She made a mental note to order one when she came back here and wasn’t working.

      The moment of calm, however, was short lived. There was such a ruckus from inside the restaurant that Lilah thought someone must have been sick or injured.

      She jumped up from her chair and raced inside. Mrs. Brown was standing up and looked quite distressed. Her fur stole had fallen off one shoulder and hung loosely across the other.

      “What’s wrong?” Lilah asked. “What happened?”

      “My sunshades are missing.”

      Lilah stood a moment, catching her breath. Sunshades. “The yellow ones?”

      Mrs. Brown looked at her like she’d lost her mind. “Of course the yellow ones. They were the last thing my dear husband gave me before he passed to the great beyond.” She put her hands together beneath her chin. “Bless his dear soul.”

      “They aren’t here,” one of her men said, nodding toward the contents of her large bag that had been scattered onto the table.

      There was a hairbrush, a small notebook, several pens, three Kit Kat bars, nail clippers, an umbrella, and various other items. No sunshades.

      “When do you last remember having them?” Lilah began looking all around Mrs. Brown for the missing shades.

      “At that house.” Mrs. Brown’s voice was petulant now.

      “I’ll go get them.” Lilah held the back of Mrs. Brown’s chair. “Just wait here.”

      With Mrs. Brown back in her chair, Lilah set off down the path toward the house.

      Her heart rate was back to normal now after the scare of this non-crisis crisis.

      She opened and stepped through a black iron gate. With trying to make sure everyone made it safely to the restaurant, she hadn’t noticed it coming in.

      The dirt path from here to the house was narrow. A light drizzle had settled in. It probably wasn’t unusual being this close to the river.

      As she neared the house, she noticed that the other tourists had either left or gone inside one of the buildings.

      It was a rather odd feeling, being out here alone. In the drizzle.

      When she reached the veranda, she searched for Mrs. Brown’s yellow shades. They weren’t there.

      Thinking that perhaps she’d dropped them inside the house, she went to knock on the door. Unlike earlier, it was closed now.

      But before she could knock on the door, it opened and a tall lean man stepped outside and stood there, blocking her entrance to the door. He squinted, gazing down the road. He was close, so close that she could smell his soap.

      He was wearing tall riding boots with black slacks tucked inside them and a white button-down shirt. His dark hair swept his collar. He looked like he belonged in one of the historical paintings on the wall inside the house.

      He must have sensed her standing there because he turned and looked right at her.

      Her heart slammed in her throat and any thoughts she might have been having scattered, leaving her mind momentarily blank.

      He smiled. “Hello.” His eyes were stunningly bright and blue. He looked like he hadn’t shaved in a couple of days, but that didn’t diminish his handsome features.

      “Hi,” she said automatically.

      Then she felt an ever so light flutter on her cheek. Like a fingertip or a butterfly’s wings. She wiped at her cheek, but there was nothing there.

      “You must be the new tutor,” he said. “here for my little sister.”

      “No, I…”  She started and turned her gaze toward the door. She distinctly heard the sound of a clock loudly chiming the hour. “Is that the clock?”

      “If you mean the grandfather clock, of course.”

      “But it’s broken.” She looked back at him, searching for some kind of explanation.

      “It’s all right that they sent someone else.” He ignored her comment about the clock.  “What’s your name?”

      “Lilah Woodward.”

      He smiled again. “That’s a very pretty name.” He took a step back and bowed low. “It’s a pleasure to meet you Miss Woodward.”

      Lilah felt her face flush.

      Now that he’d stepped back, the man’s gaze swept her from head to toe. His smile turned into a perplexed expression.

      “Did you have some kind of mishap?”

      “Mis?” She shook her head. “No.” He was asking if she’d been in an accident. Had she? “ No. I’m just looking for Mrs. Brown’s sunshades.”

      His frown deepened. He turned and opened the door with one hand while motioning her inside with the other.

      “I just need…”

      “Come in,” he insisted. “You can’t go around like that.”

      She stepped inside the foyer and it was like she’d stepped back in time.

      The grandfather was healthily ticking. There were fresh magnolia flowers in a vase on the foyer table. And she heard piano music drifting from upstairs.

      The tour guide had said they were doing renovations on the upstairs portion of the house and no one was allowed up there other than the workers.

      “I can’t…” stay, she whispered, but she was intrigued. She’d been inside this house less than one, two hours ago at the most, and it was completely transformed.

      The red velvet ropes that had kept them from crossing into certain areas of the room were gone.

      “You can’t be seen like this,” he insisted. “Please. Come upstairs. Hattie will take care of you.”

      She thought about the seniors waiting for her. Mrs. Brown would especially be in hysterics. She would just take a few minutes to see what this was about, then she’d go back and break the bad news to her. The sunshades were no where to be found.

      He stood and waited for her to start up the stairs before he followed her. When she stopped at the top of the stairs, he came around her. “Come in the guest room and I’ll call Hattie.”

      He ushered her into a room at the end of the hallway. The piano music was loud now and she heard the piano player hit a few false notes. Even so, whoever was playing was quite good.

      She went into the room and he left her there without so much as another word.

      The guest room was elegantly furnished. The bed had a high canopy with blue drapes on the four posters. The drapes matched the curtains pulled back on either side of the window.

      Lilah went across to the window and stared out through wavy glass.

      She had a perfect view of the path to the river. She put her nose against the glass. The steamboat that was supposed to be waiting for them wasn’t there.

      And the oak trees. Unless it was her imagination, they were much smaller. In fact, she couldn’t see any limbs on the ground. All the oak tree limbs stretched high toward the sky.

      Then she looked to the left and her breath caught. It was like a sea of cotton balls from just beyond the lawn area to the horizon.

      She’d never seen anything like it.

      She turned and looked to the right. Same thing. A sea of cotton balls.

      The tour guide had just told them that Oak Alley was no longer a working plantation and hadn’t been for years.

      With that much cotton, someone was working it. She didn’t have to know anything about plantations to know that.

      What she did know was that she needed to get back to her group. She’d left them unattended too long.

      She’d momentarily let her curiosity overwhelm her professionalism.

      This, she chastised herself. This was why she’d never live up to her mother’s standards.

      She rushed across the room and flung open the door. A young thin, beautiful, dark-skinned woman stood there, with what must have been a long dress over her arms. “Mister Asher said you’d be needing this. He didn’t say why, but he was sure right.” She pushed past Lilah into the guest room. “I can make it fit you. No problem there.”

      Lilah looked at her. The woman wore a long light brown dress and her hair was covered with a matching bandana. “I can’t. I have to get back.”

      Lilah left the room and practically ran down the stairs, out the front door, and down the narrow path.

      It would be better to face Mrs. Brown’s irrational despair than this rabbit hole she’d fallen into.

      Like before, even though the drizzle had stopped, she was the only person on the grounds. She felt that same odd sense of panic.

      She reached the little iron gate, opened it, and dashed toward where the restaurant should be.

      Reaching the little cottage, she turned around in a circle. Where were the seniors? She hadn’t been gone long enough for them all to have made their way back to the steamboat. That much she was certain of.

      Where was Mrs. Brown? Mrs. Avery? Mr. Samuels?

      All of them.

      Gone.

      She started slowly walking down the path toward the river.

      Something was wrong. Very wrong.

      Walking beneath the oak trees that weren’t so old looking as they had been just hours ago, she turned and walked backwards.

      The house looked much the same, but the grounds were different. Besides the oak trees, the path was more narrow. Instead of a sidewalk, it was a dirt path.

      She turned around and wondered if she’d somehow gotten lost. But she could see the river in front of her. It wasn’t possible for her to have gotten turned around.

      She reached the riverbank and just stood there.

      The Mississippi River had no steamboats on it at the moment. She turned around again. Her people were gone.

      No. A voice in the back of her head screamed. You’re the one who’s gone.

      Then she saw him riding toward her. The man she now knew was named Asher.

      She’d never been so relieved to see someone.

      He stopped next to her and dismounted.

      “Something’s happened,” she said, unable to keep the panic from her voice. “The boat. My people.”

      He put a hand lightly beneath her elbow and his touch resonated through her, calming her.

      Then she heard Mr. Samuels’ words as clearly as though he’d been standing next to her. “Be wary,” he’d said. “Love finds you when you least expect it.”

      “You’re not the tutor, are you?” he asked, but his voice was kind, not accusing.

      “No,” she shook her head. “I think I’m in the…” She swallowed thickly. “wrong place.”

      His gaze locked onto hers. His deep blue eyes seemed to look into her soul. “I can help you.”

      She blinked back tears that she didn’t know were there. He used a finger to lightly wipe away one that escaped.

      His touch on her skin calmed her again.

      “Whatever’s happened,” he said. “my family can help you. Will you let me take you back to the house?”

      “All right.” She would figure out what had happened and she would fix it. That’s what a hospitality host did.

      She’d never been prone to panic. This was definitely not a good time to start.

      She gasped when he put his hands on her waist and lifted her onto the horse. With her sitting side-saddle, he mounted behind her and together they rode toward the house.

      The ride gave her time to think. It seemed that she had fallen back in time.

      If she took out the improbability of it, it was the only plausible explanation.

      Asher had one arm around her while he held the reins with the other. She was turned so that her back was pressed against his chest.

      She felt safe in this man’s arms.

      The drizzle started again, quickly turning to rain.

      She trusted this man. She really had no choice.

      She had no belongings with her. No cell phone. No money.

      Nothing.

      She reached into her jacket pocket.

      She had one thing.

      A silver key.

      She pulled it out and opened her palm.

      The room number 2B was engraved on it. The key to her cabin on the steamboat.

      It was the only thing she had with her.

      She slipped it back into her pocket and rested her hand on Asher’s arm.

      He pulled her closer and she closed her eyes.

      Love finds you when you least expect it.
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      The deep, steady horn signal of the cruise ship interspersed with the happy calls of the seabirds. The familiar smell of the brackish water of the Mississippi mixed with the scent of grilling meat and freshly washed linens.

      Madelyn Johnson smoothed out the freshly dried sheet on the king bed and tucked it in at the corners. Then she took the top sheet and deftly spread it over the bed.

      Madelyn would never have the money to be a passenger on the Ocean Pelican, but working as a housekeeper didn’t diminish the little thrill she felt every time the boat prepared to set off on a new voyage.

      This time was different though.

      This time instead of heading out toward the Bahamas, the captain of the Ocean Pelican had made the decision to take his ship up the Mississippi. Being both the captain and the owner of the ship allowed him such freedom of decision.

      There was a hurricane heading for the Bahamas. Hurricane George. And all models predicted that it would be entering the gulf and heading straight for the Mississippi coast.

      By taking the ship up the river, the captain protected the ship from storm damage. Madelyn didn’t know what kind of permission he’d had to get or what kind of strings he’d had to pull to make that happen.

      What Madelyn did know was that there wouldn’t be very many passengers on the ship. Just a few. She’d heard they were friends of the captain. Friends who wanted to be catered to while the storm battered the coast.

      A couple of the crew members had brought their families onboard, too. For a reduced cost. They’d all had that offer, but Madelyn didn’t have any family.

      After she finished up with the room, she closed the window. She always kept the windows open while she cleaned. She liked the way it freshened the rooms and kept them from growing stale.

      As she went into the hallway, an announcement over the intercom summoned all the staff to the main dining room.

      Madelyn immediately set off down the hallway, passing by room after room. By most standards, the ship was considered small, but she never ceased to be amazed at how big it was.

      When she walked into the dining room, Captain Tyler was sitting on a table up front waiting for everyone to gather. Around twenty staff members were gathered here and there having private conversations. There was an undertone of excitement that tended to accompany bad weather.

      “What’s going on?” Madelyn asked Scott, her friend who walked over to meet her at the door.

      “I don’t know. Something about the storm, I think.”

      They took a seat near the front, sitting on the comfortable dining room chairs that they were rarely allowed to sit on. She ran a hand along the soft velvet fabric and just for a moment, allowed herself to imagine being a guest. “Any updates?” she asked, pulling herself quickly back to reality.

      “According to the radio, it’s a category four already.”

      “Is it still…?”

      “All right, everyone,” the captain interrupted. “Can I have your attention?”

      Conversations hushed and most of the people who had been standing sat down.

      “Hurricane George has just been declared a category five. And the latest models show it heading toward the coasts of Louisiana and Mississippi.”

      The captain went over his plan again to take the Ocean Pelican up the Mississippi River. He was obviously and understandably proud of his ship and wanted to make sure it didn’t have storm damage. “It’s too late for us to go out to sea,” he explained.

      Murmurs of agreement among the staff filled the silence.

      “Anyway, I’ve asked Lori,” he nodded toward his assistant standing nearby. “To assign a room to everyone. We’re going to turn this bad situation into a little reward for you all. I’m blessed to have the best staff on any ship. So in appreciation, consider the use of the rooms as my gift to you. You’ll still have to work your schedules and do your work, but in your off time, you’ll have use of a passenger cabin, yours until we go back to normal operations.”

      Madelyn could have heard a pin drop in the silence that followed.

      “Is that agreeable to everyone?” Captain Tyler asked, a look of worry on his face.

      Then everyone was talking at once and there was a line to get to Lori to find out their room assignments.

      Minutes later, Madelyn walked down the hallway to her assigned room. She wanted to see it. She’d go to her little berth she shared with another staff member later to get a book, some clothes, and other things she needed for the night.

      She stood there a moment, savoring the moment. This was the closest she’d ever get to walking through the door of a cabin as a guest.

      The old-fashioned key was heavy in her hand. She turned it over, admiring the engraving on the silver key.

      2B.

      She put the key in the lock, opened the door, and stepped inside. It was one of the smaller cabins, like so many she’d cleaned before. She’d probably even cleaned this one.

      But this time, when she ran a hand across the quilt on the soft full-sized bed, she knew she’d be sleeping here tonight.

      She went to the window and opened it, letting in fresh air from outside. The water and clouds looked no different than they did any other day. If she didn’t know there was a hurricane coming, she wouldn’t have believed it.

      She turned her back to the window and surveyed the room. She was technically off work until morning. That meant instead of the little closet below deck with no windows that she shared with a roommate, she’d be sleeping in a big bed alone.

      With a window.

      The room may be small by ship standards, but to her it was a mansion.

      She was almost giddy.

      She opened the armoire, expecting it to be empty, awaiting the next guest to fill it with whatever clothes they brought on board.

      But instead of being empty, there was a large rectangular box on the top shelf.

      She pulled it down and set it on the bed. It was a fancy lavender box tied with a wide white ribbon.

      She hesitated. It should be turned in to the office. If anyone called asking for it, they’d know who stayed in the room. They’d know that Madelyn had stayed in 2B and she would lose her job. Then she’d have to find another job and an apartment…

      But it wouldn’t hurt to look inside the box. She grabbed one end of the ribbon and pulled it loose. Then she lifted the lid off the box and shoved aside the thin tissue paper.

      She pulled out the dress and laid it out on the bed. It was a pale pink long dress with an off the shoulder neckline and corset lace back. It had a full skirt with layers and layers of chiffon.

      It looked like a Barbie doll dress Madelyn had when she was a child. Before her house burned and she went to live with her grandparents.

      Unable to resist, she held it up to herself and looked in the mirror.

      It was the most beautiful dress Madelyn had ever seen.

      And it was even her size.

      The staff was supposed to turn any items left by guests in to the office. For whatever reason, this dress had been not only been left behind by the last guest, but had also been left behind by the staff person who’d serviced the room.

      She ran her hands along the soft chiffon and sighed.

      Then she carefully folded it and attempted to put it back in the box. After about ten minutes, she gave up. There was no way this dress was going back into this box.

      Tomorrow. Tomorrow she’d take it to the office. Maybe she’d just take it without the box though.

      She paced to the window and looked out. They were moving now and would be heading up the river. Even if someone called about the dress, they wouldn’t be able to get it until after the storm anyway.

      It wouldn’t hurt anything to just try it on. Right?
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      The music drifting through the open window was different from the music they typically played on the ship.

      This was more classical, and, if Madelyn wasn’t mistaken, it was live.

      That wasn’t possible though, because they hadn’t brought any entertainment with them on this cruise up the Mississippi. The cruise that was going to save the ship from Hurricane George.

      The room smelled like… flowers.

      She opened her eyes, but the only light was from the moonlight coming in through the window.

      Then she heard laughter. Guest laughter. Both male and female. After working on the ship for two years, she knew guest laughter when she heard it. The staff never laughed like that. Not in public areas. They were well schooled in decorum.

      Sitting up in the darkness, Madelyn wondered what had happened to the ship’s electricity.

      Then as she turned to put her feet on the floor, she realized she’d fallen asleep in the dress. The beautiful pink dress that fit her perfectly.

      Maneuvering the full skirts, she went to the window and peered out, but all she could see was water reflecting the moonlight.

      She jumped when someone rapped on her door. “Miss Johnson?”

      Miss Johnson? No one ever called her that. She was either Madelyn or Johnson depending on who was needing her. Her work shirts had Madelyn engraved on them, so guests sometimes called her Miss Madelyn.

      She went to the door to look out the peephole. But this door didn’t have one. That was odd. She thought all the doors had peepholes.

      The man knocked again. She jumped back, putting a hand to her throat. “Who is it?” she asked.

      “The captain requests your presence.”

      Oh hell. It was never a good thing to be summoned to see the captain. “When?” she asked.

      “Right now. He asked me to escort you.”

      Her heart was pounding in her chest so hard she thought it might burst. She opened the door. “What did - ?” She stopped.

      The young man, a staff member, she didn’t recognize, dressed in an unfamiliar uniform, put his arm on his waist in a manner she’d seen men do to escort ladies into the dining room. Perplexed, she merely stared at him. The music was louder now, drifting down the hallway from the dining room.

      “May I escort you?” he asked.

      “I need to change first.” If she wore this dress to see the captain she would be fired at once.

      The man glanced at her sideways, then looked away with what looked like deference. “The captain bid me bring you at once, lest you be late.”

      “He needs me right now?”

      “Yes ma’am.” The young man stood straight, keeping his gaze focused down the hallway. She quickly weighed the options as she saw them.

      It sounded like she was already in trouble. If she kept the captain waiting, it would only add to whatever she had done… or not done. Maybe she’d overslept and her shift had already started.

      The hallway was lit with candles on the wall. “Is the electricity out?”

      A look of confusion passed over the man’s face. “I’m sorry. I don’t know, Miss.”

      Her mind raced. If this was a crisis of some sort, it wouldn’t matter what she wore. Making a quick decision, she closed the door behind her. “I’m ready,” she said.

      The man stood holding out his crooked arm.

      “Really?”

      “It’s my duty,” he said, glancing at her.

      She put her hand through the crook in his arm and used her other hand to navigate the voluminous skirts.

      As they walked down the hallway, they passed a formally dressed man and woman, their heads together in deep conversation. The man was wearing a tuxedo and the woman was wearing a dress similar to hers, only it was in a lovely crimson color.

      As they neared the dining room, the sounds of music and conversation increased. As they stepped through the doors, Madelyn froze.

      The dining room, lit by candlelight only, was crowded. Every table, whether a table for two or a table for six, was filled. And all the guests were dressed formally. Servers, all males, dressed all in black hustled from table to table.

      At the front of the room sat an orchestra composed of at least a dozen men. They were playing classical music, nothing like the usual big band music they often played on the ship.

      “The captain’s table is this way, ma’am,” her escort said.

      She allowed him to lead her through the tables toward the front. Someone had completely rearranged the tables. Each table had a white tablecloth with a vase containing fresh flowers in the center.

      But the oddest thing was that she didn’t recognize anyone. Not even one of the servers. And she’d been working on the ship long enough to be familiar with the staff. Especially since they had already been at sea on their way to the Mississippi River when she’d fallen asleep.

      Had she really been asleep that long? So many things seemed to have changed since she’d fallen asleep to take a nap. Was she having a Rip Van Winkle moment?

      They reached a table for two at the front of the dining room. Both chairs were empty. Her escort pulled out one of the chairs for her and held it while she sat.

      “The captain will be joining you shortly,” he said and then left her.

      Madelyn had received a few curious glances as she’d walked through the dining room. A woman sitting at the table next to her smiled when Madelyn’s gaze swept her way.

      Madelyn smiled back, feeling incredibly self-conscious and out of place. Not only was she was wearing a dress that wasn’t hers, she was part of the staff.

      One of the waiters stopped her table to fill her glass with water. She kept her hands in her lap and quietly thanked him. He merely nodded and moved on.

      Her thoughts were racing to make sense of the situation. If the captain summoned her, why wasn’t she taken to his office? Where did these people come from? There must have been a mistake. She was contemplating leaving the dining room and returning to her cabin when she heard a man’s voice behind her.

      “I apologize for keeping you waiting,” the man said as he came around the table and sat across from her.

      He was much younger than the captain. No much older than she was. He was a handsome clean-shaven man with bright blue eyes. He smiled warmly at her.

      Her mind went blank as she tried to add him to her already baffling puzzle.

      “It’s such a pleasure to finally meet you.” His voice was warm and pleasantly deep.

      As she gazed into his eyes, she felt a little tingle on her cheek. It felt like a fingertip lightly grazing her skin. She swiped at her cheek and looked over her shoulder, but there was no one near.

      “I think there’s a mistake,” she said. “I was told the captain needed to see me.”

      He tilted his head to the side, then slowly smiled. “My dear, I am the captain.” He stood up and bowed. “Captain Adam McGregor at your service.”

      “But…” Madelyn put a palm over her eyes. Somehow she’d fallen down a rabbit hole. “How do you know me?” She looked back at him.

      “Through your father, of course.” He looked perplexed now and perhaps even a little bit alarmed.

      Madelyn was shaking her head. That couldn’t be. Her father had perished in a house fire twelve years ago. She’d been only thirteen years old, but it still broke her heart to think about it. What was this man about? “You’re mistaken,” she whispered.

      “Madelyn,” he said. “we’re betrothed to be married. We have been since you were thirteen years old.”
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      Madelyn woke to the vilest smell she could ever imagine. Like dead fish. Only worse.

      She was on the floor, her head and shoulders against someone. She pushed at the hands that threatened to bring the vile smell back to her face.

      She gagged.

      “She’s all right,” a voice she’d come to recognize said. “Step back and give her some air.”

      It was the captain. Captain Adam McGregor.

      Madelyn opened her eyes, but all she could see was the front stage of the dining room where the orchestra sat, quietly holding their instruments.

      “Where is Captain Tyler?” She struggled to sit up.

      “Who’s that, love?” He shifted to help her come to a sitting position.

      “Never mind. I’ve fallen down a rabbit hole.”

      “A rabbit hole?” he asked as he stood up.

      “It’s from a book.” Surely he knew what that was. Everyone knew. One of the benefits of living at sea was that she had plenty of time to read and wasn’t distracted by things like running errands, cooking, and other things that ate up a normal person’s valuable time.

      “Ah. Beautiful and well-read.” He held out his hand. “Are you ready to stand?”

      She put her hand in his and allowed him to pull her to her feet. “I need to sit down,” she said. He said they were engaged – betrothed – since she was thirteen years old.

      She sat in the nearest chair, the one she’d sat in when she fainted, and looked out at the crowded room. The orchestra members resumed playing at the captain’s signal.

      Running a hand over her full skirt, she realized that she fit in with the other passengers. I’m a passenger. Somehow she’d gone from being a staff member – a housekeeper – on the ship to being a guest.

      It was the dress. A magical dress.

      “Mr. McGregor?”

      “Please. Call me Adam.” He pulled his chair next to hers and held out her water glass.

      “Adam. I don’t know how I got here.”

      He sat back and watched as she sipped from the water glass.

      He seemed to choose his words carefully. “I received a letter from your father. Telling me you’d be travelling on the ship from New Orleans to Memphis and it would be an appropriate time for us to become acquainted.” He leaned forward. “I realize it’s unconventional, but your father assured me that in these turbulent times, we could forego formal introductions.”

      She kept her hands on the cool water glass. “The hurricane?”

      “Hurricane? No. The war.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “My dear, we’ve just taken Fort Sumter.”

      Between his words that made no sense to her and his gaze locked onto hers like she was the only woman in the room, she had trouble forming any coherent thoughts. “Do you have the letter?” she asked.

      He grinned. “I certainly do.” He reached into his suit pocket and pulled out a folded piece of paper. “I suspected that a lady of your breeding would expect to verify my words.”

      She pulled her gaze from his and, taking the letter, unfolded it.

      Right above the words Dear Captain McGregor,  was a date.

      May 5, 1861.

      She pulled the letter closer to make sure she read it correctly. “May 1861,” she murmured.

      “I know,” he said. “There wasn’t much time to plan. What with the war declared and all.”

      She dropped her hands to the table. She’d read the letter, but she’d read it later. Right now, she needed to wrap her mind around what was becoming more and more evident.

      It wasn’t a rabbit hole she’d fallen into, she’d fallen back in time.

      Blinking, she looked at the man sitting next to her. He was handsome with a kind expression and gentle countenance.

      She grabbed up the letter to look at the signature at the bottom.

      Ben Johnson. Her father’s signature.

      Through whatever magic or fate she found herself in a different time.

      And in this time, her life had made a one eighty transforming her from a staff member to a passenger.

      Reaching out, he lightly touched her cheek, and let a strand of hair fall through his fingers. “My God, you’re beautiful. I am truly the luckiest man in America.”

      She blushed. And a sense of inner calm, one she hadn’t felt in a very long time, settled over her.

      There were worse things than being betrothed to a handsome riverboat captain.
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      Ashlynn Cooper lived in a fantasy world.

      And she preferred it that way. But her brother, a psychologist, had insisted that she get out and interact with real people.

      The Antebellum Belle riverboat was crawling with people. The problem was that, like Ashlynn, they were all writers.

      She stood next to the paddle wheel listening to the water splash as it churned the deep, murky water of the Mississippi. Water that smelled like old coffee grounds mixed with fish guts.

      She wrinkled her nose. Her brother was about half right. It was good to have new experiences. To give her new things to write about.

      Like the riverboat cruise down the Mississippi River. That was something she never would have thought to do, but when the Fiction Writers Association of Arkansas sent out the invitation for a retreat, it had seemed like a good way to make her brother happy.

      The writer’s retreat was by invitation only. They wanted people who wrote stories, not just wanted to write stories or just talked about writing stories.

      The retreat was for working writers only. Still, there were a few extraverts who were using the time to connect with others. Her brother would consider that a healthy behavior.

      The way Ashlynn saw it, the retreat was to get away from everyday life so she could actually write without distraction. But then again, she lived alone and worked alone, so she didn’t have that many day to day distractions.

      She walked to the bench where she’d left her little notebook computer while she stretched her legs. She’d trained herself to get up every hour to walk around.

      She opened the romance story she was writing and typed in the description while it was still in her head. The river smelled like old coffee grounds mixed with fish guts. It had nothing to do with the story she was writing, but it added sensory depth.

      After four years of college, Ashlynn had known that the only job she wanted was writing fiction. She’d been fortunate that she had parents who understood that writing was like learning to play a musical instrument. It took years and years of practice yielding very limiting income at first.

      She’d been at it, strong and steady, for five years now. At twenty-seven, she had gotten past the lean period and could now support herself with her writing income.

      “Hey, you’re Ashlynn Cooper, right?”

      Ashlynn turned and smiled. She may live in a fantasy world, but she knew how to interact with people.

      She knew the man who’d approached her by reputation and she’d heard him speak at a conference a couple of years ago. He wrote westerns under the pen name Buck Montana. She had no idea what his real name was.

      “I’m Brandon.” He held out his hand.

      “Ah.” That explained why he wrote under a pen name. Brandon sounded nothing like a western writer. “I’m Ashlynn.”

      “I know.” He grinned. He was at least fifty years old, but he wore a shirt unbuttoned one button too low revealing his chest and three gold chains around his neck. He was a middle-aged man trying to ignore the past twenty years. His receding hairline was a dead giveaway.

      “Some of us are about to meet and go over some outlines.” He clicked the ink pen he held in his hand.

      “Nice,” Ashlynn said. “Enjoy.” And there was that sick feeling in her stomach that kept her away from other writers.

      Brandon laughed and cleared his throat. “We thought you might to join us.”

      Ashlynn closed her computer and braced herself. “Oh. Thank you.”

      Brandon nodded smugly and clipped his pen to the vee in his shirt. She wondered if he did that to bring attention to his chest.

      She kept her gaze on his face. “But I don’t do outlines,” she said sweetly.

      The smugness turned to confusion and perhaps a little disdain. “I see,” he said, putting his hands in his pockets.

      She was reminded, perhaps too late, about the great divide between pantsers and plotters. Maybe her brother had been right. Maybe she did need to get out more. She’d completely forgotten that writers still worried about such silliness.

      “Anyway,” she said, slipping her computer into her leather shoulder bag and standing up. “thanks for the offer.” She glanced at her watch. “I have a conference call scheduled.”

      She breezed past him, deciding it was a good time to take a nap. She had no conference call to attend, but one of the benefits of being a writer was the ability to make things up if need be.

      Ashlynn’s room was on the third floor of the riverboat. She ran up the iron steps, her white sneakers lightly echoing on the metal, and walked briskly toward her room.

      She pulled her key, an old-fashioned actual iron key – out of her crossbody bag and checked the room number. 2B.

      The last thing she wanted to do was to try to get into the wrong room. Especially if it was someone like Brandon aka Buck Montana. It might give him the wrong idea.

      Inside her little room with a double bed, a small sofa, and a clothes wardrobe that would hold all the clothes she owned, she dropped her handbag and leather computer bag on the sofa.

      This was day one of the writer’s retreat. Three more days to go.

      What had she been thinking? She pulled her phone out of her pocket to call her brother. He needed to know that she’d been better off without his interference. With all the extra shopping and packing and the retreat itself, she lost probably two weeks of writing. She wouldn’t be getting that time back.

      Then she realized it was mid-afternoon and her brother would be knee-deep in clients. It wouldn’t be right to call him in the middle of his work day.

      So instead, she climbed into bed, shoes and all, and pulled the fluffy white Sherpa quilt up to her shoulders and settled in for one of her favorite parts of the day. A nap.
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      Ashlynn woke disoriented. It took a second or two to remember she was on a riverboat at a writer’s retreat.

      She’d slept too long. The last vestiges of the sunset came through the open window.

      Before she even opened her eyes, she knew what had waken her. There was music drifting from below. Ashlynn could sleep with the lights on, but with the slightest bit of noise, she couldn’t sleep at all.

      There was supposed to be live music at the dinner tonight. What was the point of having the retreat on a riverboat if not to have enjoyable activities?

      She blinked open her eyes and realized that when she’d fallen asleep, the window had been closed. Not only had the glass been down, but the curtains had been pulled. The deck outside the rooms was almost a walkway, so people could walk by and look into the rooms. Of course, she’d kept the curtains closed.

      But she was staring out an open window.

      She shifted under the quilt. Odd. She distinctly remembered the quilt material being fluffy white Sherpa because she had an electric throw at home made out of the same material. But now it was a colorful cotton patchwork.

      And the walls were painted bright green.

      She most definitely would have remembered green walls.

      She rolled onto her back and sat up.

      She gasped and grabbed hold of the quilt like a shield.

      There was a man sitting in the chair by the door. The chair that had been a sofa when she’d fallen asleep. She distinctly remembered it because she’d dropped her stuff onto it when she’d come in for her nap.

      Her first thought was that Brandon aka Buck Montana had slipped into her room. It was completely irrational and she dropped it before her brain even finished the thought.

      Her second thought was that someone had picked her up and taken her to a different room. That one she held onto. It would explain how everything was different.

      “Who are you?” she asked. Her heart was beating so fast, she could barely think or see.

      “Jonathan White.” The man sat forward, but didn’t move to stand up.

      Definitely not Brandon. This man, Jonathan, was younger. Maybe early thirties and wore formal clothing.

      She rubbed her eyes. Maybe she was still asleep.

      She liked that idea better than the one about being kidnapped. Anyway, it was a ship. Why would anyone take her to their room, especially a room with an open window, when she had a perfectly good room for whatever nefarious activities he might have in mind?

      Uncovering her eyes, she looked back at Jonathan. He was still there.

      “I’m imagining things. It’s not real,” she muttered to herself.

      Maybe living in a fantasy world had finally caught up with her. She reached for her cell phone. She needed to call her brother. He’d know what to do.

      She searched around her, but her phone wasn’t there.

      She returned her attention to the man watching her. He was a handsome man with dark, thick hair that fell just along the top of his collar. A lock of hair fell across his forehead. He pushed it back, but it fell right back down.

      He had clear, clean-shaven skin and kissable lips.

      He was wearing black slacks, a white button shirt – buttoned all the way up – with a crimson-colored tie and a matching black… tailcoat. She realized he was wearing a tuxedo.

      That told her he definitely wasn’t with the writer’s retreat.

      He was watching her now with a curious expression. “Might I get your name?”

      “Of course,” she said, pulling her gaze from those kissable lips back to his eyes. His eyes were kind. “Ashlynn Cooper.”

      He tilted his head as though he was trying to puzzle something out. “Have we met?”

      Had they? She sat up straighter, but kept her hands wrapped in the blanket. “I don’t remember you.”

      “I don’t remember you either,” he said quickly.

      She didn’t know what to say. He seemed to be as puzzled by her presence as she was.

      Then he stood up. “What are you doing in my room?”
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      The room was suddenly much too small. The deep emerald drapes and the green painted walls only accented the sick feeling Ashlynn felt.

      The music drifting from the main room below grew soft and somber. When the ship’s horn sounded, Ashlynn jumped, and stood up from the bed.

      Now she stood with the bed between her and the stranger named Jonathan.

      “Your room?” Her throat felt raw.

      Something was wrong. So very very wrong.

      She lifted her chin and looked directly at him. “This is my room. Room 2B.”

      Now that he was standing, he didn’t move. The seconds ticked past, then he just shook his head. “There was a mix-up. That’s all. They gave me 2B also.”

      Ashlynn was so confused. She’d been asleep when he appeared in what she supposed was some version of her room. “How long have you been sitting there?”

      “When I came in, a few minutes ago, I saw you.” He shrugged. “I didn’t want to disturb you, so I just waited for you to wake up.”

      If Ashlynn had walked into her assigned room to find a man sleeping in her bed, she would definitely not have just calmly sat down and waited for him to wake up. “That’s kind of odd,” she said out loud.

      It was so odd, she couldn’t even imagine making it up. And she was a writer, for God’s sake.

      “Not really,” he said. “Sometimes people are lodged together when they travel. It’s not a big deal. I was just told I’d have room to myself. I even paid extra for it.”

      “Oh.” Ashlynn didn’t know how to respond. It actually made some sense now. “I’m sure we’ll get it straightened out.” Hadn’t she heard someone say that all the rooms were filled? Even so, there was always something that could be done. Jonathan could room with another male writer. “Are you a writer?” If he wasn’t a writer, then they might have a bigger problem on their hands.

      “A writer?”

      Well, obviously he wasn’t. “Yes. You know. A fiction writer.”

      “Not me. I’m a carpenter. I could never make up enough stuff to put out a book a week.”

      “A book a week? Nobody does that.”

      “Of course, they do. If they want to be successful.” He reached behind him and picked up a paperback book. “Like this guy.” Ashlynn couldn’t see the title or the author of the book he was holding. “I buy a new one from him every week.”

      “Well, that’s not sustainable.”

      Jonathan shrugged and set the book down. “Not for me, but this guy. I’ve been reading his stuff for at least five years.”

      Ashlynn didn’t say anything. The writer obviously had ghostwriters. But fans wouldn’t know that and she didn’t want to destroy the illusion. Perhaps someone would do the same for her one day.

      “Why do you ask?” Jonathan adjusted his jacket. “Do I look like a writer?”

      Ashlynn bit her lip to keep from laughing. “Maybe,” she said. “I’m a writer. I thought maybe you were.”

      Jonathan looked blankly at her a moment, then he burst out laughing. “Now that’s an odd thing to say.”

      Ashlynn took a deep breath and let it out in a rush, feeling some of the tension fall away. This man seemed like a decent person. There had simply been a mix-up and they would straighten it out.

      He gestured toward a second chair she hadn’t noticed. “Come. Sit down and I’ll ring for someone.”

      “Sure.” She nodded and came around the bed as he stepped over toward the door and pulled on a long cord hanging from the ceiling.

      She sat on the edge of the soft oversized chair and waited until he sat back down. He looked at her curiously.

      She looked around, but didn’t see her handbag or her computer bag. A new wave of panic shot through her. She needed her handbag, of course, and her cell phone, but without her computer, she couldn’t work. “Have you seen my bags?”

      He shook his head. “You don’t have any other clothes?”

      She glanced down at her blue jeans, purposely ripped just below the knee, her white canvas sneakers, and her black button-down shirt. She’d thought she looked kinda cute, but compared to him, she was sorely underdressed.

      “I do have other clothes,” she said. “But they’re in my suitcase.”

      Someone knocked on the door. Jonathan opened the door to a young man wearing spectacles, carrying a large notebook. “How can I help you?” he asked, giving Ashlynn a curious glance, before quickly looking back at Jonathan.

      “We seem to have had a mix-up.” Jonathan explained. “Miss Ashlynn Cooper and I seem to have been assigned the same room.”

      “You aren’t traveling together?”

      “No. We’re both traveling alone.” He stopped and looked questioningly at Ashlynn. She nodded. “No,” he said again.

      The man flipped through his notebook. “I have you.” He nodded to Jonathan. “Mr. Jonathan White here in 2B.” He then turned his gaze to Ashlynn. “I don’t have any record of Miss Cooper.”

      “What?” Ashlynn stood up. “I just checked in this morning.”

      The man shook his head.

      “Check again,” she said, smiling pleasantly to hide her dismay. “There must be a mistake.”

      The man licked his fingers and flipped through the notebook. “No. Nothing.”

      Ashlynn huffed out a breath. “At least check your computer.”

      The man looked at Jonathan, then backed out of the door.

      “What?” She looked at Jonathan. “What was that all about?”

      Jonathan shrugged. “I don’t think he can help us.”

      Ashlynn dropped back into her chair. “It’s no big deal for you. You’re registered.” She put a hand on her forehead. She should have stayed at home. This trip had been a bad idea. She could have been at home making up things. To happen to other people. Made up people.

      Things like this didn’t happen to real people.

      “It’ll be alright,” Jonathan said. “You can stay here.”

      She lifted her head. He was sitting in the other chair now, leaning forward.

      Her gaze met his and she looked into wonderfully clear blue eyes. Later, she thought, later she’d think of better words to describe them. Like a field of cornflower or a perfect, cloudless blue sky. But for right now, as she gazed into his eyes, she couldn’t think past clear blue.

      He smiled slowly at her, a little crooked grin, and the rest of her thoughts evaporated.

      Then what felt like a light touch swept across her cheek.

      She blinked and wiped at her cheek, but of course, there was nothing there. She was imagining things again. It was perfectly normal to imagine things happening to other people, but she was beginning to worry a little about herself.

      “How did you call him?” she asked, trying to clear her head.

      “The porter? The bell cord.” He nodded toward the rope he’d pulled earlier.

      “What does that do?”

      “It runs to a main room. When I pull on it, a bell rings on the other end and someone knows we need something and comes up.”

      She studied the rope. “That’s interesting.”

      “It is, isn’t it?” He grinned.

      “I need to find my things.” She had lots to think about later, like porters who didn’t use computers and bell cords that worked like phone calls, but right now, she needed to be practical.

      She was actually amazed at her level of composure, everything considered. She’d lost her handbag, her cell phone, and her computer, yet she still felt calm. Especially since, technically, she’d also lost her room.

      “What can I do?” he asked.

      She looked back into those blue eyes and shook her head. “I don’t know.” She needed to clear her head. “I think I’ll take a walk.”

      “I’ll go with you.”

      She took a step toward the door. “You don’t have to do that.”

      “I know, but it wouldn’t be right for me to let you walk around unescorted.”

      Normally, Ashlynn would have been a little bit offended by that statement, but he wasn’t saying it with any kind of chauvinism. She found it a little bit sweet and endearing. “All right.” She reluctantly admitted to herself that she wouldn’t mind his company.

      Together they stepped outside and walked down the hallway to the deck. They hadn’t seen anyone else yet. Most everyone seemed to be at dinner.

      The music streamed through the open windows, a lively waltz now. She shivered and rubbed her arms. “When did it get cold?”

      Jonathan immediately shrugged out of his coat and held it while she put her arms into his sleeves. The sleeves hung down over her hands and the coat was long, falling to her knees. But it was warm and had an enticing masculine smell. A hint of tobacco, but there was something else she couldn’t identify.

      She looked up into his eyes and murmured. “Thank you.”

      He nodded slightly, but kept his eyes locked on hers.

      Ashlynn was enchanted. His old-fashioned manners were charming. Maybe she’d think about writing something historical.

      She froze. And her smile faltered.

      Where did that thought come from? Historicals? She wrote sweet and sexy contemporaries. She had a good career going. It made no sense to write something she knew nothing about. And had never really had any interest in. Though she did enjoy old movies and love loved When Calls the Heart. She never missed an episode.

      But more importantly, the realization that he acted old-fashioned was a little… unexpected.

      And not a little disturbing.

      They walked toward the dining room. “Are you hungry?” he asked.

      “A little.” Maybe she needed something to eat. Now that she thought about it, she’d only had a light lunch.

      They stepped into the dining room and waited for someone to seat them. While they waited, Ashlynn looked around the room. The couple seated nearest the door was dressed formally. The guy was wearing a tux, like Jonathan. And the woman was wearing a floor length dress with a wide skirt.

      Again, Ashlynn felt underdressed. She looked around to see if anyone else, especially one of the other writers, had come casually dressed.

      She scanned the room quickly, not seeing anyone familiar. Then she went back and looked more carefully.

      Surely there was someone here who was familiar. She didn’t even see Buck Montana and he didn’t seem like the kind to miss a social occasion.

      It was then that she realized that not only were all these people strangers, but they were all dressed formally. 1800s formally.

      She grabbed Jonathan’s elbow.

      “What’s wrong?” He put a hand over hers to steady her, searching her face.

      “I don’t see anyone I know. Why is everyone dressed like this?” Her voice was little more than a whisper.

      He quickly scanned the room before returning his gaze to hers. “I don’t see anything unusual.”

      Just then the host came up to them. “Good evening. Please follow me.”

      He led them to a corner table next to the window. As they walked through the room, conversations hushed as they walked past and Ashlynn caught several people staring.

      The host walked off and Jonathan held her chair for her, then sat on the other side of the little table covered with a white table cloth.

      Ashlynn leaned forward. “I think maybe we should go. I’m not dressed properly.”

      Jonathan glanced around, then locked his gaze onto hers. “They’ll get over it.” He smiled kindly.

      She smiled back and that same sense of calmness settled over her again.

      “Our food should be here in a minute.” Jonathan said.

      “We don’t get to order?”

      He shook his head, a perplexed expression on his face. “Where are you from?” he asked.

      “Little Rock,” she said, distractedly.

      “Is that so? My sister lives there. Her husband is stagecoach driver.”

      Ashlynn sat very still, her thoughts darting here and there, not settling.

      She had an image of the bell cord in the room. The green walls. The people dressed in 1800s attire. Jonathan’s formal manners.

      Waking up in a strange room with all her things gone. The mix-up with the room.

      “A stagecoach…” she whispered.

      “Sure. He’s only gone one night at the time….” His voice trailed off as he watched her expression.

      “Jonathan?” Ashlynn held her hands tightly together in her lap, her short nails digging into her palms. “What year is this?”

      “1859.”

      “18…” She kept her eyes glued to his, using his gaze as a lifeline.

      It was just ironic. She made up worlds every day.

      For several hours a day, she lived in a fantasy world.

      How fitting was it, then, that she would land in a different world altogether.

      In reality.

      She bit back what could have been a hysterical bubble of laughter if she hadn’t caught it. “I think I might need your help.” She leaned forward toward Jonathan, pulling his jacket closer around her.

      “I’ll do whatever I can. What do you need?”

      “I don’t know yet.” She glanced around the room at the guests dressed in their formal clothes. Then her gaze landed back on his. “I don’t have anywhere to go. I’m… misplaced.”

      He nodded. “I know. But you don’t have to worry.” He smiled that wonderfully accepting smile. “I can protect you.”

      Ashlynn hadn’t thought about needing protection. But if she was going to survive in this world, she would need someone’s protection.

      He reached out and lightly touched her cheek. “You just might be an angel sent here to save me.”

      “You?” She looked at him with surprise.

      “I, too, had lost my way. I think you just might be the person to bring me back.”

      Ashlynn smiled. She could write a character out of any situation. She could figure out how to live in this world.

      Then she grinned.

      Her brother was right.

      She did live in a fantasy world.
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      It had all been accidental.

      The Memphis Delta Princess floated on the Mississippi River, loaded and ready to embark on a three-day cruise from Memphis to Natchez.

      Fifty Miss USA contestants, half a dozen photographers, two national television personalities, and countless support people swarmed the decks, all talking at one time. Their voices got louder with the steamboat horn. If the horn blasts meant anything, no one noticed.

      Girls, all beautiful, from eighteen to twenty-seven, wearing short shorts and short skirts posed on the iron stairways, in front of the paddlewheel, on the boarding plank. Cameras clicked, professional and phone.

      It was warm, but not too hot. May weather in Memphis was still tolerable. By June they wouldn’t be able to stay outside more than a few minutes without getting streaked make-up and wilted hair.

      Eighteen-year-old Taylor Wyatt hadn’t asked to be Miss Tennessee. It hadn’t been on her list of things she wanted to achieve.

      She hadn’t even picked a college major yet. She had no clue. None.

      She was an A/B student, but wasn’t in the AP classes. Not particularly outstanding in math or science or English. She spoke a little French and a little Spanish. She read a book now and then just for fun, but it wasn’t something she was passionate about.

      Taylor didn’t even have any hobbies. Sure, she had things she did. She got up every morning and went jogging. Not marathon training. It was just something she’d learned to do at an early age. Something her father had taught her. Take care of your body. It’s like a machine. You exercise it. You give it proper fuel. Change the oil now and then (she still didn’t know what that meant and he’d never explained it). And it will take you through a long, smooth life.

      She cooked meals when she needed to. She could sauté and bake and generally take care of herself in the kitchen. But she had no interest in being a chef or working in food.

      She worked part-time at a bank in Memphis as part of a college senior program. She’d been assigned the job. It wasn’t like she had any particular interest in accounting. She was friendly enough, but kept her head down and stayed out of office politics.

      Somehow she’d gotten the attention of the bank president. Mrs. Hanks was on some kind of board for the city of Memphis and apparently they came up with the idea that they’d sponsor someone in the Miss Tennessee pageant. At the last minute.

      Mrs. Hanks had come to her. Two weeks before the pageant.

      Taylor had never even been in a pageant before the one that won her the title Miss Tennessee.

      But she said yes.

      The next two weeks had been a whirlwind. Mrs. Hanks had taken her shopping. Taylor was now the owner of a new red swimsuit and a long blue formal dress. A dress that cost more than her used Toyota Camry.

      “Taylor, come, get in the picture.” Mrs. Hanks motioned Taylor over. Mrs. Hanks had never been in a pageant, but today you’d never know she wasn’t a contestant for Miss USA.

      Though Mrs. Hanks was over the age limit, thirty-one, she could easily have passed for ten years younger.

      Taylor was the youngest. Barely sliding under the age limit.

      But according to Mrs. Hanks, Taylor was the perfect height, the perfect weight, and had the perfect friendly personality.

      Taylor slipped in next to Mrs. Hanks and smiled. Being in the pageant was easy. Maybe it was because she didn’t care one way or the other about winning.

      Maybe that was why she had won.

      After the ship started down the river, the girls were told to take a nap. They had their first formal dinner tonight.

      Another photo op.

      Taylor wasn’t a napper. She flipped through a Cosmopolitan magazine until her roommate fell asleep.

      Taylor didn’t have a boyfriend. She had a couple of guy friends that she hung out with from time to time. She’d gone to junior prom with one and senior prom with the other.

      She closed the magazine and tossed it aside. So many of the articles didn’t apply to her life. How to have phone sex without feeling awkward. Sex positions for exploring your dominant side.

      She needed information on things like How to cope with getting rooked into being in a beauty pageant. And what to do if you accidentally won. How to choose a college major when you don’t know what you want to do with the rest of your life.

      Was it normal to not have a passion for… something? Anything. Surely she just hadn’t found it yet.

      Needing to walk off some energy, she put on her sneakers and slipped out of the room.

      It didn’t take long to walk around the little ship, so she decided to do some stairs.

      She went up as far as she could, then came to a door labeled “pilot house.”

      Just as she was turning away, the doorknob turned.

      A grizzled older man, forty-five if he was a day, opened the door. “Come in,” he said. “I thought I heard someone coming up the stairs.”

      “Oh no.” Taylor backed away, a smile on her face. “I don’t mean to disturb you. I was just getting some exercise.”

      “Nonsense. It’s boring up here.”

      She caught a glimpse of the view behind him. The glass walls afforded a grand view of the river. “Okay,” she said and following him inside.

      He offered her a seat and he took his place beside the wheel. “You’re in that beauty pageant,” he said.

      “How did you know?”

      He laughed. “My eyesight is pretty good.”

      Taylor laughed, too. And tugged at the sash draped around her shoulders to her hip. The captain had an easy, welcoming demeanor. “You have a grand view up here.”

      “I do, don’t I? Is this your first riverboat cruise?”

      “It is.”

      “Want to try your hand at it?” He gestured to the large wheel.

      Taylor’s eyes widened. “I wouldn’t dare.”

      “Come now. Where’s your sense of adventure?” He stepped aside. “I’ll help you.”

      Feeling a little thrill of anticipation, Taylor stepped up to the wheel and put her hands on the wooden rungs.

      She felt the pull of the ship’s energy in her hands. And before her was a grand view of the mighty Mississippi River.

      She glanced at the captain, but his attention was on a screen. “You’ve got a computer.” She accused.

      “Of course.” He laughed. “You don’t think they’d let us be out here without modern technology?”

      “I suppose not.” She considered for a moment. “So, the wheel? Is it just a prop?”

      “Oh no. You’re steering the ship.”

      Taylor grinned. “Tell me how it works.”
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      Four hours later, Taylor sat at a table for eight in the ship’s huge dining room. She sat with three other girls, one photographer, two parents, and one pageant organizer.

      Light classical music played in the background.

      The appetizing smell of bar-be-que chicken filled the air. That and something deliciously sweet. The food would be wasted on most of the girls, unfortunately.

      Taylor, however, ate every bite on her plate. After her afternoon driving the ship, she was starved.

      She left their conversation drift around her, smiling pleasantly and nodding appropriately. But her secret smile was that the captain had invited her to come back after dinner to see the river at night. His shift ended at nine o’clock and it was seven now.

      She was already planning to disappear, but she was going to wait until after dessert. The table next to them had just been served cheesecake. She was definitely going to wait.

      Steering the paddle wheeler down the Mississippi River had been one of the most exciting things she’d ever done.

      She didn’t know what it was. Whether it was the power in her hands. Or the spectacular view of the river. Or, as the captain explained, the way the paddle wheel and the steam engine worked together. She suspected it was a little bit of all of it.

      And then he’d shown her how the computer told him about things like water depth that he couldn’t see with the naked eye.

      Taylor had been fascinated.

      “Your dress is so pretty,” the girl sitting next to her commented.

      Taylor thanked her and ran a hand along the soft silky material of her floor length dress. She had to agree. The deep crimson color had underlying tones of purple that reflected the candle light beautifully. It had a sweeping neckline that was just off her shoulders. It was by far her favorite dress out of the many Mrs. Hanks had bought for the pageant activities.

      After she’d won Miss Tennessee, they’d spent a week shopping for dresses and skirts and accessories. Not to mention shoes and the little hair combs.

      Unfortunately, Mrs. Hanks had enjoyed it a hundred times more than Taylor had.

      A few minutes later, Taylor was diving into her dessert while the girl sitting next to her twirled her fork in it and pretended to take a bite now and then.

      

      Taylor dashed to her room, number 2B, and grabbed the little wrap that went with the dress. She’d forgotten it earlier, but the river air had cooled quickly, reminding her. While she was there, she changed shoes.

      It hadn’t been hard to get away. Everyone’s attention was focused on the entertainment at the front of the dining room. It was supposed to involve someone singing, but Taylor hadn’t paid attention and had ducked out before anything got started.

      If Mrs. Hanks knew she was wearing her little flat heeled boots instead of the heels that went with the dress, she’d be horrified.

      But they allowed Taylor to walk quietly around the ship with barely more than a soft echo on the iron walkway. The cool air was unexpected, but it was invigorating. She could tell that the entertainment had started. It sounded like live music, a waltz maybe. Not singing at all.

      The ship had slowed down and there were no lights coming from the shore. This wasn’t surprising since they were traveling all the way to Natchez.

      She easily found her way to the captain’s room – the pilot house - and knocked. She was a little later than she’d planned, but she’d have at least an hour before the captain went off duty. There were two of the captains and they changed out every eight hours.

      While she waited, she pulled her little wrap closer. She pulled her phone out of her pocket to check the weather, but didn’t have any service. Again, not a surprise. A lot of the trip was through rural areas.

      It was so quiet up here with just the music in the background. Peaceful.

      Just as she lifted her hand to knock again, the door opened.

      It wasn’t the captain. It was a younger man, maybe early twenties. But he wore a captain’s uniform. One that seemed more formal than the other captain’s uniform. But then, she hadn’t really paid that much attention.

      The man was handsome. In an almost rugged way. He was clean-shaven, but his hair dipped to his collar. It was rich and smooth and dark.

      His expression went from surprised to curious.

      “You’re not the captain,” she said, lowering her hand.

      Now he looked amused. “Well,” he said. “Actually I am.”

      “I thought the captain… the other captain’s…. shift ended at nine.”

      He shrugged. “I’m the only captain.”

      “But…” She didn’t know what to say. Surely one of them was confused.

      “Come in,” he turned, leaving the door open. “I can’t leave the wheel unattended,” he said over his shoulder.

      Unable to resist, she followed him inside and closed the door behind her.

      The other captain had been so right when he’d said things looked different at night.

      She hardly recognized the pilot house. Everything was dark. There was one little lantern feebly fighting the darkness. “Is there a problem with the power?”

      He glanced at her. “Everything seems fine to me. Are you lost?”

      “Lost? No… I…” Taylor stepped up to the wheel and froze.

      The windows were open and she could feel the river’s soft breeze as it tousled the hair around her face.

      There was no computer. Nothing but some papers, the lantern, and the wheel.

      “I think I might be in the wrong place.”

      He looked amused again. “Were you meeting someone?” There was a hint of a suggestion in his tone. She ignored it.

      “No.” She was torn between wanting to stay here in the pilot house to see the river at night and feeling like she’d stumbled into the wrong place.

      He helped her come to a decision. “I don’t mind the company,” he said. “if you’d like to stay a while.”

      She stood close enough now to look into his soft blue eyes. Her mind went blank as she found herself lost in their depths.

      Her breath caught a little in her throat. This was nothing like any of her guy friends. Nothing at all.

      Then he smiled.

      And she had the odd sensation that someone lightly touched her cheek. She took a half step back, but he reached out and put a hand under her elbow to steady her.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      She shook herself. She was being fanciful and that wasn’t her nature. But there was something about the night air on the river that seemed magical. “Of course,” she said. “But I have to get back.”

      She turned and dashed through the door, down the narrow iron steps to the top deck. She stopped and caught her breath.

      What had just happened?

      She was so befuddled, she couldn’t quite grasp what was going on.

      Straightening, she gathered her skirts and went down the next set of stairs and walked along the deck outside the dining room. The music was louder here, drifting through the open windows.

      Something had happened to the electrical power. The thought calmed her. That explained why all the windows were suddenly open and not only the pilot house, but also the dining room was lit by what looked like hundreds of candles.

      She stopped and gazed into the dining room. Something was different. Instead of a roomful of mostly young women, there was now an equal, if not more, men. Maybe she just hadn’t noticed before.

      It was time to go back to her table. This little walk had been disconcerting to say the least.

      She quietly made her way back to her table, careful not to draw attention to herself. When she reached where her table should have been, she stopped. There was now a table for two and a young couple sat there, enjoying a meal.

      There was a live orchestra on the stage. It wouldn’t have been possible for this transformation to have taken place during the short time she’d been gone after dessert.

      She turned and practically ran out of the dining room. She needed to go to her room. To get herself grounded enough to figure out what, exactly was going on.

      She rushed to her room, took the little key from her pocket and inserted it into the lock. It didn’t open.

      She took the key out and turned it over in her hands. 2B was engraved on the key. It matched the little plaque on the door. 2B.

      She tried it again while turning the doorknob.

      The door opened. Good. Her roommate had come back to the room, too. Relief washed over her.

      An elderly woman opened the door. “Are you looking for my granddaughter?” she asked with a smile. “She went to the dining room with her cousin.”

      “No, I…” Taylor could just see over the woman’s shoulder. The bed was covered with a multi-colored quilt and the walls were painted a bright green.

      Although Taylor automatically smiled back, she shook her head, stepped backwards. Then she turned around, grabbed her skirts, and ran.

      But it was a ship. There was nowhere to go. She reached the front of the ship. Took out her cell phone and checked for service. None whatsoever. Her phone was on airplane mode. She checked the settings. Everything was as it should be.

      She held the phone up over her head. Still no service.

      Everything was different. No cell phone.

      She put her phone away and started walking again. She walked around the deck and up the iron steps.

      She stopped in front of the pilot house. It was the only place she felt safe. The only place that seemed remotely familiar.

      Turning the knob, she opened the door and peeked around. Belatedly, she knocked.

      “You’re back.” The young captain greeted her with a little smile. “I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

      “I wasn’t frightened.” Taylor walked into the little room. “I just… um.”

      He glanced out the window, then back to her. He pulled a little wooden chair out and held it steady by its back. “Please. Sit and keep me company for a while.”

      Taylor had no where else to go. She sat down in the chair he offered her and locked her hands in her lap. He put both hands back on the large round steering wheel, turned it ever so slightly. She felt the shift in the ship’s direction.

      “Do you have a phone?” she asked. But even as she said the words, she was fairly certain she already knew the answer.

      He had all his attention on her now. “A fond?” He squinted in confusion. “Ah. You mean do I have a sweetheart.”

      “What? No. No.” She shook her head, her face flushed with embarrassment. He misunderstood.

      But he was grinning now. “It’s all right. I don’t mind if you ask. No, I don’t. Do you?”

      “Do I what?” She was having trouble concentrating.

      He laughed. “Do you have a sweetheart?”

      “No.”

      “Good,” he said. “It’s nice to know I won’t have fight for you.” His voice softened and he started to reach for her hair, but stopped himself.

      Taylor moistened her lips and looked away. There were more pressing things she should be thinking about right now than her attraction to this man. Like what had happened to the ship that everything was so very different now.

      “Things seem so different,” she murmured, looking past him into the darkness of night.

      “Things are different,” he agreed. “I’m going to weigh anchor in about ten minutes.

      “We’re stopping?” She stood up, wanting to see what he saw out the window.

      “We have to. We can’t travel without light. I’ve already gone longer in the dark than I should have.”

      “Can’t you just turn on your lights?”

      He looked at her in amusement. “Is this your first river trip?”

      She shrugged. After spending time with the captain – the other captain - earlier, she felt like she knew a great deal about the paddle wheeler.

      “Well,” he said, alternating his attention between her and the darkened river, “there have been a lot of changes over time, but it’s still not safe to travel at night.

      Taylor looked around the little area. “I seem to have lost my way,” she said, realizing too late it was out loud.

      He pulled some levels and cords and blew the ship’s horn. The ship came to a slow stop.

      He pulled up another chair and sat in front of her. “Who are you travelling with?”

      Taylor thought about Mrs. Hanks. She hadn’t seen her since they’d been instructed to take a nap. There were all the other pageant people, but they weren’t her people and she didn’t consider herself traveling with them.

      She looked into the captain’s compassionate eyes. “No one.”

      He reached out, put a hand on her elbow. “What’s your name, my love?”

      A shiver ran down Taylor’s spine. No one had ever called her that. “Taylor Wyatt.” Tears welled in her eyes and she blinked them back.

      She felt overwhelmingly alone. Everyone she knew had disappeared. She was completely and utterly alone.

      “I can help you,” he said.

      She shook her head and covered her eyes. It took everything she had not to burst into tears. “No one can help me.” Her voice broke, despite her best efforts. “They’re all gone.”

      He scooted his chair closer and put an arm around her shoulder allowing her to rest her head there.

      The comfort he offered seemed to break the damn loose. The tears came hot and fast. He pulled her closer. And the more comfort he provided, the harder she cried.

      Minutes later, the worst of her tears were spent, and she wiped at her eyes.

      He pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and handed it to her. He kept one arm tightly around her.

      “There’s no one?” he asked gently.

      She shook her head and the tears started again. He shushed her and rubbed an arm along her back.

      “You’re never completely alone,” he assured her. He pushed back enough to wipe his thumb across her cheek. “Aw. Come now.” He pressed his lips against one eyelid, then the other. “I can protect you.”

      “How?” Her voice felt watery and faint to her own ears. But she trusted this man. And she really had no choice but to do so.

      Without him, she was here in some alternate universe… Then it occurred to her that she may be in another time. “What year is this?” she asked, barely breathing.

      “1857.”

      She took a deep shuddering breath. Perhaps she’d died then. She often wondered if that was what happened to people who died. If they went back to another time.

      She’d never told anyone this, of course, because it was fanciful and her parents would never allow her to entertain fanciful thoughts.

      She sat up then. If this was her lot in… life, then she would make the best of it.

      She realized in that moment, that one of her best skills was her ability to cope and adapt. She lifted her chin.

      If she was in the past, then she needed protection. “How can you protect me?”

      He gazed into space a moment as though gathering his own thoughts. “I’ll be your husband.”

      She nodded slowly. He meant that he would tell people that. It wouldn’t have been proper… wasn’t proper for her to be travelling alone.

      “I’m a captain. I can declare us married.” He searched her eyes. “If you’re agreeable.”

      “Yes,” she said. “I’m agreeable.”

      And then Taylor Wyatt was married.

      To a man whose name she didn’t know.

      But she would figure it out. She would figure out how to adapt to this and she’d cope.

      Perhaps becoming Miss Tennessee hadn’t been an accident after all.
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      It was ironic that it was snowing on what was supposed to be the happiest day of her life. Mackenzie slowly drew a little heart in the fog on the window of the chapel. Then quickly swiped a finger through it, slicing a broken arrow through the middle of the heart.

      She squinted through the foggy panes of the little chapel window, but couldn’t see more than a few inches into the blinding snow falling silently like a muted rainstorm. The falling snow flakes blocked her view of the secluded Gateway River Lodge. Less than three hours ago, she’d walked down the rocky footpath to the wooden steepled chapel big enough to hold not more than two dozen people.

      The silver-haired priest wearing black robes and a traditional collar said it was only a flurry and wouldn’t stop the wedding.

      Mackenzie’s fiancé was supposed to be driving in from Columbia. It was only a two-hour drive, but he was two hours late to the wedding. Their wedding.

      But it wasn’t the snow that had stopped the wedding.

      The few sips of champagne she’d had just over two hours ago tasted bitter now on her tongue. She tried again to wash it away with the bottle of Dasani water the priest had given her.

      She picked up the red rose wrapped with pink ribbons from the window sill and pressed her thumb against a thorn. Like the snow, it was so pretty, yet so deceptively dangerous.

      Everyone tried to tell her that wearing a black wedding gown was bad luck. She ran a hand along the soft black material of her dress. It wasn’t all black. The full skirt had layers of light blue and silver tulle at the hem and a row of half-inch silver buttons along the back of the bodice. It was the most beautiful dress she’d ever seen.

      It didn’t matter what people said. Black was not only elegant, but when a bride chose black for her wedding dress, it was considered fashionable, edgy, and daring.

      All things Mackenzie was not.

      Perhaps she should have listened.

      The priest’s muted footsteps echoed from the front of the little chapel as he paced back and forth. He stopped now and then to blow out one of the thick candles. There must have been three dozen candles scattered around the chapel. She could smell the scent of the wax vapor mixed with the scent of fresh roses. It was a sad smell. Like when the party is over and everyone has left.

      Only there had been no party.

      The priest was the only one still here. The others – three women who worked at the lodge - had left an hour ago. They had been excited at the prospect of an elopement. They’d brought candles and flowers to decorate and had even helped her dress. But with Nick being late and the storm coming in, they hadn’t wanted to be stuck here. She didn’t blame them.

      She didn’t want to be stuck here either.

      “Mackenzie!”

      Mackenzie whirled to see her best friend Ashlynn breeze in through the chapel doors. Ashlynn was bundled in a red wool coat, a gray scarf wrapped around her neck.

      “What are you doing here?”

      Ashlynn dashed over, hugged Mackenzie, and smiled at the priest. “I thought you might want some company.”

      Mackenzie sat down on the nearest bench. “I don’t understand. How did you find me?”

      Ashlynn unwrapped her scarf with a sheepish grin. “Remember about a year ago when we were at Chili’s and signed up for that Life 360 app thing?”

      Mackenzie shook her head. “Are you sure that was me?”

      Ashlynn laughed. “I’m positive.” She put her hands in her lap. Then looked serious. “Don’t think I stalk you. Because I don’t.”

      Mackenzie ran her thumb along the thorn on the rose, trying to follow what her friend was saying.

      “But when you didn’t answer your phone for two hours, I started to get worried.”

      Mackenzie had completely forgotten about her phone. “It’s in the car.”

      “Yeah. I figured that out. I don’t see how you survive without your phone.”

      “So you drove all the way out here? In the snow?” Mackenzie looked around the little church and couldn’t help but wonder what her friend was thinking.

      “We were supposed to meet at your apartment for me to pick up your key, remember, before you leave for your cruise?”

      Mackenzie pressed a hand against her forehead. “I do now. I completely forgot.”

      “It’s okay. I put two and two together.” Ashlynn swept a hand around the little chapel.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you.” Mackenzie felt foolish now. Trying to hide a wedding from her best friend.

      “Don’t even think about apologizing. You know that I’m all about eloping.” She sighed. “If that day ever comes. Anyway, how are you holding up?”

      Mackenzie took a deep breath. “I’m worried about Nick.”

      When Ashlynn didn’t respond, Mackenzie was even more worried. She leaned forward, her heart in her throat. “Is Nick ok? Have you heard something?”

      Ashlynn shook her head. “He’s at home.”

      “Oh no.” Mackenzie stood up. “I should have brought my phone in.”

      Ashlynn stood up, too. “Mackenzie. He’s fine.”

      Mackenzie looked into her friend’s eyes. “Then what? Why?” She sat back down. “How do you know? You tracked him?”

      Ashlynn nodded. “Yes. But I called him. Looking for you.”

      “I don’t understand.” But a feeling of dread settled into her stomach.

      “Mackenzie, he’s not coming.”

      “Why?”

      Ashlynn looked away. “You should talk to him.”

      “I’ll call him. But my phone’s in the car.” She went to stand up again.

      “Mackenzie, wait.” Ashlynn put a hand lightly on Mackenzie’s arm. “It won’t do any good.”

      As Mackenzie realized what her friend was trying to say, a flash of hot anger shot through her. Her words were slow and deliberate. “So he stood me up at the altar, but he doesn’t have the balls to tell me to my face?”

      Ashlynn shrugged and bit her lip. Mackenzie heard the words she wasn’t saying. I told you so.

      Mackenzie looked for the priest, but he’d thankfully disappeared into the sacristy. She’d spoken before thinking. Something she knew better than to do in a church.

      “You’re right,” Ashlynn said. “But you know what? He’s not fit to wipe your boots.” Ashlynn’s face was heating up. “You’re so much better off without him.”

      Mackenzie’s anger deflated into resignation. Ashlynn wasn’t saying anything she didn’t already know. Nick had some character flaws that she refused to think about right now. Water under the bridge. “I need to cancel my trip.”

      “Don’t you dare.”

      “Well,” Mackenzie said, “what am I supposed to do with a romantic steamboat cruise for two down the Mississippi River?”

      She’d always dreamed of taking a river cruise. Her mother was originally from Natchez, Mississippi and those trips to visit her grandparents had instilled in her a love of anything antebellum.

      When a new steamboat company opened, offering a round trip cruise from St. Louis to New Orleans, Mackenzie had been one of the first to buy tickets.

      “That’s easy. You go.” Ashlynn stood up and wrapped her scarf around her neck. “Come on. Where’s your coat?”

      Mackenzie glanced around, still dazed at being stood up from her elopement. How did that even happen? “I didn’t bring one.”

      She and Ashlynn stood together a few minutes watching the snowflakes feathering down.

      “I have to pay the priest,” Mackenzie said.

      “I’ll go see if I can find him.”

      “I really didn’t think this through, did I?” Mackenzie took a deep, cleansing breath.

      “It’s ok. Spontaneity is overrated.”
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      Mackenzie stood on the deck of the Mississippi Princess as the boat sailed past the Gateway Arch. Putting both hands on the smooth rail, she leaned into the wind.

      The snow flurries from yesterday had moved out and today the skies were clear and the temperatures were in the invigorating fifties.

      The murky scent of the river mixed with the smell of hamburgers on the grill at the other end of the ship.

      The sounds of the city faded beneath the splash of the river churned by the paddlewheel.

      The soft breeze tousled her hair and she pulled her straw hat tighter, retying the blue bow under her chin. The hat had been an impulse buy this morning while she’d waited to get on the boat.

      Besides the hat, she was wearing blue jeans, a white t-shirt, and a gray sweatshirt. Since she’d already been packed for the trip, that was supposed to be her honeymoon, she’d brought along a couple of dresses, but the trip was supposed to be relaxing, so she’d dressed accordingly.

      She’d asked Ashlynn to come along with her, but her friend couldn’t get off from work. Mackenzie hadn’t even bothered trying to get in touch with Nick.

      She felt an odd sense of freedom. They’d only been together for a year, but it seemed like a long year.

      She turned and looked around the deck. It was definitely a couple’s cruise. She didn’t see any other people traveling alone. At least not yet. She didn’t mind. It meant she didn’t have to worry about talking to people if she didn’t want to.

      As they traveled down the river and the novelty wore off, she decided to go to her room and rest for a few minutes. Maybe even take a quick nap.

      She went up the stairs to the second floor of the ship and down the hall to her room.

      2B.

      It was a decent sized room – about the size of a normal hotel room. It had a large window that looked out past the second-floor deck to the west side of the river.

      Her phone chimed. It was a text message from Ashlynn making sure she’d actually gotten on the boat. Smiling, she sent back a quick affirmative response and slipped the phone into her sweatshirt pocket. She’d promised Ashlynn she’d make a better effort to keep up with her phone.

      She closed the shades and stretched out on the bed.

      It had been a really stressful week with planning her elopement and getting ready for the trip. Then there was the added stress of being left at the altar of said elopement.

      She closed her eyes. And repeated Ashlynn’s words over and over. It’s for the best. He wasn’t the one.

      Mackenzie took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. She was tired of thinking about Nick. And made the decision right then to put him out of her mind.

      This was her trip. She’d picked it out and planned it.

      She was going to enjoy it.

      Even if it killed her.
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      Mackenzie woke up three hours later. It took a minute for her to get oriented. At first she thought someone was playing the television.

      But she was hearing yelling and… cheering. Of sorts.

      A tendril of panic had her up and out the door within minutes. Was the ship on fire?

      Going out on the deck, she found herself crowded among other people.

      And not just other people, but people dressed in period costumes. The ladies were wearing dresses with hoop skirts and carrying parasols. The men were wearing formal coats.

      She tried to remember if this was part of the planned experience or if maybe some of the passengers had decided to dress the part that went with an antebellum cruise ship. Maybe they were reenactors.

      But no one was jumping off the ship, so it must not be on fire.

      She wound her way toward the front of the ship so she could maybe see what was going on.

      The ship was going a lot faster than it had been when they’d left St. Louis.

      She found a spot at the top of the stairway and sat down on an iron step. From here she had a clear view over the heads of people crowded onto the ship’s deck.

      They were all wearing period costumes. The ladies wore long dresses in bright colors – yellow, pink, blue, green, white. It looked like a sea of butterflies fluttering about below.

      It was beautiful.

      Somehow she’d missed something. Had there been something on the website about this being a living history cruise? When she’d boarded, everyone was in normal clothes.

      She pulled out her phone to check the ship’s website again.

      No service.

      Looking up, she saw that not one other person had their phone out.

      It was then that she saw the other steamboat pulling up alongside them. It was about the same size as the Mississippi Princess. The name New Orleans Palace was painted on the side.

      As the other ship passed, she saw that the passengers on it were also dressed in antebellum attire.

      As the New Orleans Palace pulled ahead of them, the people on her ship began to shout “Faster! Faster!”

      Many turned and looked up toward the top of the ship where the captain was.

      She was thankful she was sitting down because she felt dizzy. This was like a page out of a history book. When steamboats recklessly raced up and down the river.

      One man, dressed casually in black slacks and a white shirt broke away from the crowd and walked toward the stairway.

      As he started up the stairs, she saw that he was an attractive man, maybe early thirties. Unlike the other passengers, he did not look happy.

      As he neared the top of the stairs, he looked up, saw her, and stopped.

      His eyes, meeting hers, mirrored her concern. Even though she was glad that she wasn’t the only one worried about the speed of these ships, seeing him also concerned made it worse. His concern validated hers.

      “What’s going on?” Mackenzie asked.

      “They’re racing.” He kept one hand on the rail and put another on his knee.

      “Racing.” Mackenzie’s heart sank. She looked back over at the other ship. The passengers on it were cheering also. “We’re going too fast.”

      “Much too fast,” he said, keeping his gaze on her.

      She looked back at him and for a moment, her mind went blank. She swallowed thickly as the wave of dizziness passed over her again. “It’s not safe,” she said, vocalizing the only thought she could formulate.

      “No.” He nodded toward the step beside her. “May I sit next to you?”

      “Of course.”

      He sat down and ran a hand through his thick, dark hair, leaving a stray lock falling over his forehead.

      “Why are they doing this?” Her gaze locked onto his. He had beautiful clear blue eyes and handsome features.

      She felt a tingle against her cheek. Nothing more than the sensation of a fingertip sweeping across her skin.

      He smiled at her then, a slow appreciative smile. “May I introduce myself?”

      She smiled, then, some of the tension falling away. “Please.”

      “My name is Theodore Cooper.” He held out his palm.

      “I’m Mackenzie.” She put her hand in his, but he didn’t shake her hand as she’d expected. Instead, he took her fingers lightly in his and brought her hand near his lips.

      Mackenzie smiled to herself. He seemed well-practiced at this chivalrous greeting. Mackenzie fervently believed in equal pay for equal work and all other feminine rights. She believed that housework was housework, not women’s work.

      Nonetheless, no matter how strongly she believed these things, deep in her heart, she felt that something was missing with the loss of the chivalrous knight in shining armor. Men and women were different. It was something that would never anatomically change.

      Thinking of herself as the fairer sex wasn’t an insult. It made her feel feminine and all the more attracted to men.

      “You don’t travel much by boat.” Theodore observed, pulling her out of her rambling thoughts.

      “It’s my first time actually.” She put her hands in her sweatshirt pockets and pulled it tighter around her, suddenly feeling self-conscious that she was the only person casually dressed.

      “You don’t say?” Theodore propped an elbow on the top step and watched her curiously.

      “I usually drive,” she said. He narrowed his eyes and tilted his head to the side, but didn’t comment. “So why is everyone dressed so differently all of a sudden?”

      There was that smile again. “It seems to me that you’re the one who’s dressed differently.”

      Mackenzie blushed at his intense perusal, but she nodded. “So it seems.”

      He stared past her at the passing riverbank. “He’s pushing the boilers too much.”

      “What? The captain?”

      He nodded. “Seriously so.” He was frowning, his expression concerned.

      “How do you know?” She didn’t like that he was worried. He seemed to be the only sane person on two ships.

      “I’m a pilot.”

      “Airplane?”

      He looked back at her again with that same odd expression. As though she was talking in another language. “Steamboat.”

      “Oh.” As she absorbed this information, her concern increased tenfold. “What can we do?”

      She looked around for lifeboats, but there were none. No lifejackets. Nothing. Somehow she hadn’t even thought to look until now when it seemed like it was too late.

      “I could talk to the captain, but it won’t do any good. He’s well known for his reckless races. In fact, I’m surprised that we’re not winning.”

      He looked ahead at the New Orleans Palace that had passed them minutes ago. His muscles tensed at something only he recognized.

      Then he turned his gaze back to hers. “Are you traveling with someone?”

      She thought about her usual caution in talking to strangers, but quickly discarded it. “No,” she said.

      He stood up. “We need to get to the railing.” He held out his hand.

      Mackenzie put her hand in his and her thoughts scattered, leaving her mind blank. But, still, she trusted this man. He tugged her to her feet and she felt the sense of urgency in his touch.

      She followed him down the iron steps, keeping one hand on the narrow railing, clutching his hand with the other.

      They quickly reached the main deck and turned in the opposite direction of the crowd. Theodore stopped at an alcove and released her hand. She watched as he untied a small boat which, secured by ropes, he lowered over the side of the boat.

      “What is that for?”

      He must have remembered that she knew nothing about boats. “It’s a keelboat. It’ll get us to shore.”

      “We’re getting off the ship?” she asked, but she already knew the answer.

      She wondered if she should be alarmed that this stranger wanted to take her away from the ship.

      Then she wondered why she wasn’t alarmed.

      Whatever was going on with these steamboats was alarming in itself. It overrode any caution she might have in trusting Theodore.

      “I’ll go over first,” he said. “then you climb over and I’ll catch you.”

      She nodded.

      Moments later she was dropping off the side of the ship into what looked like a canoe. He’d called it a keelboat.

      As she lowered herself overboard, he wrapped his hand around her waist and held them there until her feet were firmly on the bottom of the keelboat.

      He took a knife out of his pocket and began to cut the ropes.

      The explosion happened so fast, that Mackenzie didn’t even feel herself falling to the bottom of the boat.
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        Two hours later

      

      

      When the canoe – the keelboat – struck land, Mackenzie regained consciousness.

      The darkness was settling in, only the remnants of late evening light remained.

      She could just make the shape of the man – Theodore - that she’d met on the ship.

      It was chilly now and the water smelled like fish – not fresh fish, but stale fish. She automatically covered her nose with her sleeve.

      The only sounds came from the water lapping against the wooden boat. When Theodore dropped the oar into the bottom of the boat, she jumped.

      “What happened?” She forced herself to sit up.

      “The boilers blew.” Theodore’s voice was flat.

      “The boat exploded?” She looked over her shoulder, but couldn’t see anything other than the darkness of the river.

      “It’s long gone by now.” He jumped into the water, waded to the bank, and pulled the boat up on land.

      Mackenzie held on to the side of the boat with both hands. “It exploded.” She still couldn’t wrap her head around it. How could something like this happen? It was supposed to be a cruise ship. For fun and relaxation, not life-threatening explosions.

      “I’m afraid so.” Extending one hand out for her, he leaned over into the boat.

      She took his hand and he helped her out of the boat. The bank was grassy and she couldn’t help but wonder what slithery things lay in that grass.

      “We should report it,” she said, watching the area around her feet and fighting the last vestiges of unconsciousness. She felt in her pocket for her phone, but it must have fallen out at some point.

      “We will.” He pulled the boat safely ashore.

      She rubbed her hands over her arms and wondered how far they’d have to walk to get to town. “Do you have a phone?”

      He glanced at her curiously, then dusted his hands off on his pants. “What’s a phone?”

      “Funny.” Mackenzie turned and looked away from the river. “So how do we get out of here?”

      “We head this way until we run into the road.” He stood next to her. “Ready?”

      “Not really.”

      He held out his hand for hers. “It shouldn’t be far.”

      Mackenzie took his hand and together they set off toward the trees, away from the river.

      Fortunately, it was a full moon tonight, so their way was lit by moonlight. When they were deep in the forest, though, it was more difficult to see.

      But Theodore was right. It wasn’t far to a road.

      “Should we go north or south?” he asked as they stepped onto the dirt road.

      She shrugged. “I don’t know the area.” Surely they would come to a highway before too much longer. Then they could at least get their bearings.

      “Let’s go south.” He decided. “Maybe we can find out more about the ship explosion.”

      “Good idea.”

      Together, hand-in-hand, they walked down the road. There were no road signs, no houses, nothing.

      Finally, just when she’d given up, they came to a farmhouse. There was one pale light in the downstairs window.

      “It’s late,” Mackenzie said.

      Theodore glanced up at the moon. “About eight o’clock. Not too late to ask for help. Maybe we can sleep in their barn.”

      Mackenzie looked at him sideways. Theodore had an interesting sense of humor.

      After they knocked on the door, a middle-aged woman opened the door. She was wearing a plain dress with a high neck and a skirt that fell all the way to the floor.

      “I’m so sorry to disturb you ma’am,” Theodore said. “But my wife and I were on a steamboat that exploded up the river.”

      Mackenzie looked sharply up at him, but the woman immediately opened the door.

      “Oh my. I told Henry I heard something, but he said I was hearing things.” She motioned them in. “Come in here. Henry’s out back with one of the horses.”

      The woman, Mrs. Moore, fed them bread and slices of apples that she took from a cupboard.

      Mackenzie ate quietly, wondering if they had a kitchen. She didn’t see a refrigerator. She decided that they must be extremely poor. Her heart went out to them living in such a level of poverty.

      So many things didn’t add up. She felt like she’d stepped into the past.

      The thought startled her and she struggled to swallow the piece of bread she’d just taken a bite of.

      “Well, I need to go check on Henry. It’s past time for him to come inside.” Mrs. Moore went out her back door, leaving Mackenzie and Theodore alone.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      “I don’t know.” She folded her hands in her lap and met his concerned gaze.

      “Were you injured? You don’t seem to be bleeding anywhere.”

      “I don’t think it’s the explosion.” She tore her gaze away from his and stared into the flickering candle in the center of the dining room table. “Theodore?”

      “What is it?” He pushed his own plate away and leaned forward.

      She turned back and looked into his lovely blue eyes. “What year is it?”

      “1837.”

      She closed her eyes. And felt the whisper of a touch on her cheek.

      Her eyes fluttered open and Theodore was smiling at her, the corners of his mouth tipped up. He brushed a strand of hair off her cheek, his fingertips warm against that same spot on her cheek.

      “It’s going to be all right, Mackenzie,” he whispered. “I’ll take care of you.”

      Mackenzie felt a little flutter in her heart. “Thank you,” she said. “for saving my life.”

      “Everything happens for a reason.”

      A calmness settled over her then. And she knew. It was inexplicable, but she did.

      She knew she was going to be ok.
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      Isla Maslow stood on the wooden deck of the American Queen, her hands gripping the white iron railing.

      The light wind tousled her long brunette hair that she’d just had cut and styled that morning. She shoved her bangs out of her eyes and gathering her long hair, pulled it over her left shoulder.

      The air carried the scent of popcorn that mixed with the murky smell of the Mississippi River. It seemed like an odd combination, but somehow it seemed fitting for the touristy paddlewheeler.

      With the exception of the paddlewheel splashing in the water and the hushed, excited voices of other passengers, it was strangely quiet considering they could see the noisy city of St. Louis from here. All the usual sounds of the city seemed muted. She heard car horns in the far distance and a police siren that sounded so far away.

      The ship’s horn echoed as the ship pulled away from the bank, breaking the late afternoon silence.

      “It’s too late to turn back now,” she said when the ship was silent again.

      “I don’t think you would change your mind now even if you could.” Margaret, Isla’s aunt said. Aunt Margaret smiled, her eyes full of kindness.

      Aunt Margaret had a lot to do with why Isla was here.

      Isla wrapped her fingers around the letter in her crossbody handbag. The wind stung her eyes just enough to cause tears to form. That was her story and she was sticking to it.

      “When do you plan to read that?” Aunt Margaret asked, leaning over the railing, staring at the water that flowed past the ship.

      Isla took a deep breath. “I’m not ready.” She ran her hands along her wine-colored leather moto jacket and, wishing for pockets, stuck her hands in the back pockets of her jeans instead.

      The ship surged a little and she quickly put her hands back on the rails.

      “It’s okay to feel nervous,” Aunt Margaret tilted her head up to look at Isla.

      “I know.” Isla tapped her hands on the rail. “I think I’ll go lie down for a few minutes. Do you mind?”

      Aunt Margaret waved her off. “Of course not. I’m just gonna find a quiet place to sit and read for awhile.”

      Relieved to have some time to herself, Isla walked along the deck, then up the iron stairway to her room. They had taken an overnight just because it was the only thing available for this particular date.

      She reached into her handbag and found the little silver key to her room. The room number 2B was engraved on it. Finding the door for room 2B, she put the key in the lock and stepped inside.

      The room she was sharing with her aunt had two twin beds covered with white down comforters. There were two chairs in the room and a closet.

      She untied her boots, slipped her feet out, and sat down on the bed. She took the envelope out of her bag and straightened the crumpled edges. The envelope was sealed, but on the front in familiar handwriting that was so dear to her was this message:

      Isla Maslow…

      On our next anniversary, go to the American Queen and open this letter. Don’t open it until then.

      Love always,

      Daniel

      Isla lay back on the bed and clutched the letter to her heart. She and Daniel had been married four years. Today.

      But they’d been together since they were in kindergarten. That was more years than Isla could think about. She’d never even been on a date with anyone else. She and Daniel been best friends as children and high school sweethearts.

      Isla was two months younger, so they’d gotten married the day she turned eighteen.

      Today was her twenty-second birthday and her fourth wedding anniversary.

      But this year she had to spend it alone.

      This year and every other year.

      Daniel had always been prone to headaches. Usually behind his right eye and usually after stress. Everyone, even his primary care doctor said it was a stress headache.

      Then he’d started having seizures and his hands would fall asleep.

      Then he fell down at work. Twice.

      His boss put him in his own car and took him to the doctor.

      Still. They said it was stress.

      After a bout of uncontrollable vomiting, Daniel was admitted to the hospital.

      The brain tumor was considered inoperable.

      That meant there was nothing the doctors could do to help. She’d never gotten over the helplessness those words made her feel.

      Daniel never came home.

      Isla had been a widow now for three months.

      She’d gone home to take care of things, get a little sleep, shower and clean up. When she got back to the hospital, one of the nurses handed her this envelope.

      It was a strange request.

      Isla and Daniel had taken a river boat cruise, but it had been a long time ago and Isla didn’t remember anything significant about it. It had just been something to do on a lazy Sunday afternoon.

      She held the envelope over her head and tried to imagine what it could be.

      Why did he want her to open it here? On the steamboat.

      She’d almost torn it open countless times. Waiting for this day was just another one of the hard things she done over the past few months.

      She’d told Aunt Margaret about the envelope and she’d been behind her every step of the way. When Isla wavered about taking this cruise, Aunt Margaret had been right there. Reminding her of the importance of honoring Daniel’s last wish.

      Someone knocking on the door jarred Isla out of her thoughts.

      Her heart racing, she jumped off the bed and going to the door, peeked out. The peephole was smudged so all she could see was a silhouette. “Who is it?” she asked.

      “I’m with the ship’s staff. I have a delivery.” It was a young woman’s voice.

      Had Aunt Margaret ordered something? “Who’s it for?”

      She heard a rustling. “Isla Maslow.”

      Isla couldn’t think of anyone who would be sending her anything. Maybe Aunt Margaret had ordered room service.

      When she opened the door, the girl shoved a vase of red roses into her hands. Then she took off down the hall.

      Isla watched the girl round the corner. She was wearing the black and white uniform that the ship’s staff wore.

      Keeping the vase of flowers at arm’s length, she went back into the room and closed the door.

      The damp rose buds glistened as she set the vase on the coffee table. She put her hands on her hips and glared at the three flowers.

      Then she snatched the card from the little plastic holder and flipped it over. It was blank on the back and the front had nothing other than her typed name.

      Daniel always sent her roses on her birthday. Which was also her anniversary. On their wedding day, he’d joked that getting married on her birthday wasn’t just two for one, but that there was a synergistic effect that made the day extra special.

      She’d asked him to explain what that meant, but he’d just laughed and kissed her on the forehead. Such was the life of living with a chemistry major.

      Still on every anniversary since then, he’d given her three roses.

      Isla sat on the nearest chair and just stared at the roses. Her thoughts were jumbled and refused to settle on any one particular thing.

      Then, making a quick decision, she grabbed the envelope from the bed and broke the seal.
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        Dear Isla,

      

      

      I know how hard it was for you to hold this letter until today, so thank you.

      You probably think all this is odd, especially coming from me, but I want you to know that even though I can’t be with you any longer in this life, we’ll be together in another life.

      Look for me, my love. I will find you.

      Happy Birthday and Happy Anniversary

      Forever yours,

      Daniel

      

      Isla read the letter five more times.

      It was written on what looked like old-fashioned parchment stationary. Where had he gotten such a thing? Especially in the hospital.

      She dropped the letter onto her lap and stared out the window at the fluffy white clouds forming over the river. She couldn’t see them, but she heard a flock of ducks as they flew overhead. Probably heading south.

      Otherwise, she just heard the soft roar of the ship and felt its gentle movement.

      Daniel was right. She did find his last written words to her odd. As a scientist, Daniel was the practical one.

      Maybe all those Hallmark movies she’d had him sit through had sunk in. Now that she thought about it, he’d never complained.

      She sighed and felt a surge of the heartache that had become a part of her. She didn’t want him in the next life. She wanted him in this life.

      She pulled one of the roses out of the vase and, inhaling the deep fresh scent of the flower, ran her hands along the soft petals.

      Now that she knew what was in the letter, she wasn’t quite sure what to do with herself.

      The last three months – longer than that really – since Daniel got sick – had been focused on taking care of him, then planning this trip on this day.

      This day. She picked up the letter again. The words blurred as she stared at them.

      He had her do all this for this? A surge of anger washed over her so strong, she balled up the letter and tossed it across the room.

      She didn’t know what she’d expected. But something more.

      It’s just a letter.

      Something he felt like leaving her with.

      But… really… did she have to come out here on this boat to read it? She could be at home curled up on the sofa. Enjoying her birthday anniversary alone.

      The anger left her as quickly as it had formed.

      She went over, picked up the letter, and straightened it out.

      She didn’t blame him. Couldn’t be mad at him.

      She couldn’t even begin to imagine how she would have reacted if she were in his place.
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      Sometime later, when Isla woke, it was dark in the cabin.

      She reached across the rumpled comforter for her phone to use the flashlight, but she couldn’t find it. All she found was the crumpled letter her late husband had written.

      She called out for her aunt, but got no answer.

      The only sound was classical music drifting from somewhere on the ship.

      She sat on the bed a minute, trying to get her bearings. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d slept so soundly.

      Sometime before Daniel got sick maybe.

      What time was it?

      She didn’t wear a watch and without her cell phone, she was pretty much lost. She went to the window to look outside, but it was pitch dark. Not even a star was visible.

      But the ship was still awake.

      There was a soft glow coming from somewhere above on the ship. Maybe there had been a power outage of some sort.

      Then it occurred to her that she’d not only fallen asleep in her clothes, she’d fallen asleep with the light off.

      Berating herself for not thinking of it already, she stumbled over to the door and began feeling around for a light switch.

      There wasn’t one. Maybe the room just had lamps. She’d been so preoccupied, she really hadn’t noticed.

      She opened the door to let some light into the room. There were several candles on sconces along the walls.

      Definitely a power outage.

      What kind of fuel did steamboats run on anyway? Deciding it didn’t matter, she went down the hall. She needed to find Aunt Margaret.

      It was odd that she hadn’t come back to the room yet.

      When she saw a young man dressed in a staff’s uniform, she held up a hand. “Excuse me. Can you tell me what time it is?”

      The young man glanced at her, then looked away. “No. My apologies. I think there’s a clock in the dining area.”

      “Thank you.”

      The young man moved to walk around her, but she asked. “Was there a power outage?”

      Still, he didn’t look at her. “I don’t think so, ma’am.”

      Isla let him pass. It was odd that he wouldn’t look directly at her.

      As she moved down the hallway, the music grew louder.

      When she stepped outside onto the main deck, there were people everywhere. Talking. Laughing.

      They must be having some kind of event. She hadn’t seen anything about that on the website or any evidence when she and Aunt Margaret had boarded earlier that day.

      She threaded her way around men dressed in military uniforms and women in ball gowns.

      There was a large round clock on the side of the deck. It was only eight fifteen. It was still her birthday anniversary then. This was one day she would be relieved to get behind her.

      She stood still and looked up at the sky. It was a full moon. She watched as clouds drifted past.

      “Beautiful, isn’t it?”

      She turned and looked up at a handsome man in a dark gray uniform. She hadn’t noticed him standing next to her.

      He wore a black top hat over straight dark brown hair. He had sideburns that on anyone else would have looked ridiculous.

      His full lips curved in a smile, but it was his eyes that held her attention.

      They looked so oddly familiar that for a minute her mind went blank.

      Then she mentally shook herself. “Yes. Yes. It is beautiful.” But she was looking at him, not at the sky anymore.

      “Are you looking for someone?” He took a step forward as two other men walked behind them.

      “My aunt.” Isla looked around again, but with this crowd, there was no way she was going to find her aunt.

      “Maybe I can help.” He offered.

      She nodded. “Okay.” Right now she would take any help she could get.

      He put a hand gently on her elbow and deftly guided her through the crowd of people. As they walked around the corner, down a few feet, they came to an alcove with an empty bench.

      With a sigh, Isla sat down. “Thank you,” she said, looking up at the man.

      He took off his hat and bowed.

      Bowed?

      She smiled. He was obviously playing a part.

      “Do you mind if I sit?” he asked.

      “Of course not.”

      As he sat, she noticed that he wasn’t just wearing a gray uniform. It was a confederate uniform.

      “I should introduce myself.” He straightened his jacket. “My name is Benjamin Adams.”

      “I’m Isla,” she said, her eyes darting behind him. “Is this some kind of reenactment?” She pulled her leather jacket close, but it did little to keep off the chill in the night air.

      He tilted his head to one side. “I don’t know. I just boarded at Hannibal.”

      “Hannibal?” Confused, she looked at him sideways. She tried to think back. When she and Aunt Margaret had boarded the ship, there had been no passengers already aboard. She shrugged. But she could have missed them. She hadn’t exactly been paying attention.

      “It’s only by a quirk of chance that I’m on this boat. I was granted leave at the last minute and barely made the ship before it pulled out.”

      Isla wasn’t sure what to say. “You’re lucky then.”

      “Times must be exceptionally hard.” He watched as a couple, also dressed in a formal attire, walked past them along the deck.

      “Why do you say that?”

      He looked back at her. “For a lady to be wearing men’s britches.” He smiled at her, his tone teasing.

      She chuckled. “Britches.” Then sobered. “How can I find my aunt?”

      He looked around. “What is she wearing?”

      I really need to start paying more attention to things. “Um… I think she was wearing a pale yellow skirt and a white jacket.”

      He nodded. “All right.” He stood up. “I’ll go find her.” He started off, then stopped and turned back. “What’s your room number?”

      “2B.”

      He nodded and disappeared around the corner.

      Isla pressed her palms against her temples and swept her hair back, letting it fall down her back. This had been on one of the most bizarre days that she could even imagine.

      Someone – perhaps her long lost husband – had sent her three roses. He’d had to have planned this before his death.

      It added up. His asking her to be here. The three roses being delivered. She got that part.

      What she didn’t get was why he couldn’t have just sent the flowers to her apartment. Or even her work.

      And what had possessed him to write such a letter about finding her in another life.

      He’d had a brain tumor. The doctors had warned her that his thinking might not be altered.

      That was it, of course.

      The brain tumor had messed with his head.

      But there was still the problem of the ship. Not only her missing aunt, but also the people dressed up in… Civil War costumes.

      Her aunt had probably met someone to have a drink with. Her aunt was single and she attracted men.

      But the Civil War costumes… That part she didn’t get.

      She needed to go look for her aunt herself.

      Just as she stood up, Benjamin came back around the corner. “She’s not on the ship,” he announced.

      “How do you know? You couldn’t possibly have looked everywhere. Did you look in the bar?” Isla felt even more determined now to do the searching herself. She stepped around him.

      “I looked everywhere.”

      She stopped, keeping her back to him. Waiting for him to continue.

      “I looked everywhere. And I checked the room assignments for 2B. It’s registered to someone named Horace Willoughby.”

      Isla turned around to face him. “That’s a mistake.”

      “I went to the room. And Mr. Willoughby denied traveling with anyone.”

      Isla shook her head. “I just left the room.” She turned and started back toward the room. She would get this room thing sorted out right now. Then she’d find her aunt.

      She had to be here. It was a boat, for God’s sake.

      “Wait,” Benjamin said, coming up behind her. “Let me go with you.”

      She glanced at him over his shoulder. “If you must.”

      He took her elbow again as they entered back into the crowd. “I don’t mean to be impertinent, Miss Isla,” he said in her ear. “But do you have something else to wear?”

      She glanced down at her jeans and wine-colored leather jacket. She thought she’d looked kinda cute when she got dressed that morning. “I thought I did. But if there’s some Willoughby guy in my room, I’m guessing my luggage isn’t there anymore.”

      Benjamin laughed. “You’re probably right.”

      She glanced sharply at him. That laugh.

      That laugh sounded like Daniel.

      One of the things she loved about Daniel was his laugh. She’d never met anyone else who laughed like him.

      Until now.

      As she looked at him, what felt like a light sweep of someone’s fingertip swept over her cheek. She merely added to the list of odd things that had occurred on this day.

      When they got to the door of 2B, she ran a hand along her pockets. All she had was Daniel’s letter. “I don’t have a key.”

      “It’s all right.” Benjamin knocked lightly on the door.

      A middle-aged man opened the door almost immediately. He held a lantern in one hand.

      “I’m sorry to both you again.” Benjamin said. “But there seems to have been a mix up in the rooms.”

      The man looked at Isla and grinned. “It’s quite alright.”

      “You wouldn’t happen to have her trunk, would you?” Benjamin peered over the man’s shoulder.

      Mr. Willoughby stepped back and swept his hand toward the room. “You’re welcome to take a look.”

      Isla glanced at Benjamin, then stepped inside with him right behind her. Mr. Willoughby was right. With the lantern lighting the room, it only took a moment to look around. She even opened the closet door, but none of her belongings were there.

      “I’m really sorry to bother you.” Isla was suddenly ready to get out of the room.

      Once they were in the hallway again, Benjamin asked. “You’re certain this is the right room?”

      “I’m positive.” She pressed her fingertips against her eyes. “Then she dropped her hands and looked at him. “What am I going to do?”

      “I’ll get you a room.”

      “Oh. I couldn’t ask you to do that.”

      “You didn’t.”
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      They went in the other direction, avoiding the crowd. They reached a small dining area where only a few people were seated.

      The room was hazy with cigar smoke and Isla coughed. It was so strong the smoke went down the back of her throat and she could taste it.

      It was unusual because there was no music playing in the background. There was always music in dining room and bars. Whatever this was.

      She saw one man with a plate of some type of food and another with nothing but what looked like an ale.

      Benjamin led her to a small table and they sat across from each other.

      There was a newspaper folded on the table. Isla picked it up and the unusual font caught her attention and she saw the date as she went to set the paper aside.

      May 5, 1864.

      She held the paper very still and looked again. Yep. 1864.

      Then she very slowly set the newspaper back down on the table in front of her.

      “Why are you here?” she asked. “Where are you traveling to?”

      Benjamin looked at her. “I was on leave. I was visiting my family in Payson. But I need to get back to my regiment.”

      “On leave...”

      He set his hat on the table next to the newspaper. “Which side are you on?”

      “Which side of what?”

      “The war.”

      She just looked blankly at him.

      “The war between the states.”

      “I don’t have a side, one way or the other.”

      He nodded. “Neutral. Not a bad place to be.”

      “You’re from Illinois,” she said slowly. He nodded. “And you’re wearing a gray Confederate uniform.”

      “What can I say?” He paused when a waiter set two glasses of water in front of them. “When I was at West Point, my best friends were from the south. I had to fight with them, especially knowing what a disadvantage they were at.”

      She stared at the date on the newspaper.

      Something was very, very… off.

      “So where are you from?” he asked. “Where are you going?”

      “I’m from St. Louis. Illinois.” She bit her lip. Other than her aunt, she hadn’t spoken to anyone about this. But, truly what could it hurt?

      She slipped the crumpled letter out of her pocket and slid it across the table in front of him.

      He looked at her curiously, but read the outside, then opened the letter.

      When he looked at her, she saw genuine concern in his eyes. “You were married.”

      She nodded and squeezed her hands together tightly in her lap. The tears she’d expected didn’t come. “He passed away three months ago.”

      “I’m so sorry. I don’t know what to say.”

      He stared into her eyes for moment, his blue eyes so deep, she felt herself getting lost in them.

      “What do you think this means?” he asked, keeping his gaze locked on hers.

      She’d almost forgotten what they were talking about. “I don’t know.” Her voice sounded soft to her own ears.

      “I think Daniel knew something he wasn’t telling you.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Benjamin turned the letter over and held it up in front of her. She blinked at looked at something she hadn’t noticed before.

      February 1, 2019

      She swallowed. “That was right before… before…”

      Benjamin reached out and put a hand lightly on hers. He nodded toward the newspaper. “There’s a big difference.”

      “Is that… real?” She put her hand on the newspaper. “Is this today’s paper?”

      Benjamin nodded. “It is.” He waited a beat. “This isn’t your time is it?”

      “Why is this happening?” The familiar tears clouded her vision now. She took comfort, oddly enough, in that.

      Benjamin pulled his hand away and drank from his water glass. Then he leaned forward and looked at her. He still held the letter in his hand. “Daniel said to look for him. Maybe that’s what you’re doing.”

      “In another time.” She was barely breathing now as the possibility of what he was saying sank in.

      “I think maybe you’re here to find Daniel.”

      “But not Daniel…”

      He laughed again.

      And her heart shuddered.

      It was Daniel’s laugh. She knew it intimately and would have put her life on it.

      Perhaps Daniel had sent her here to find him… in another life.

      Another time.

      She searched Benjamin’s eyes.

      He wasn’t Daniel.

      At least not the Daniel she had known.

      But perhaps she’d found Daniel’s soul.

      Her soulmate.

      In another time.
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      Irelyn stood just inside the door of the American Queen, looking out across the empty deck. She took a step back when a burst of lightening flashed just outside the window coated with a layer of condensation.

      The deck was slick beneath the deluge of rain that had been falling for two hours. The inside observation room was crowded with tourists. Mostly middle-aged to older couples.

      There was one young couple, oblivious to everyone else. The teenage girl was practically sitting in her boyfriend’s lap, their arms wrapped around each other.

      She could hear them whispering and the occasional giggle.

      The older tourists were quiet, except for one of the middle-aged men who was telling anyone who would listen all about the locks and dams system of the Mississippi.

      An older lady was eating popcorn from a large red and white striped bag and her male companion, wearing a plaid jacket, was noisily sipping a soda through a straw.

      Irelyn shifted the large tote bag she carried on her shoulder and looked around for an empty place to sit.

      She sat on a bench across from the young couple. They glanced at her, then promptly went back to whispering, ignoring her.

      She put her tote bag on the bench beside her and adjusted her pale yellow skirt. It was a flowing cotton material falling comfortably almost to her ankles.

      She wore flat leather sandals that showed off her toenails painted in bright red. Her short fingernails were painted in matching red.

      Irelyn loved color. Bright colors. Muted colors. Solids. Patterns. It didn’t matter. She was intrigued by color.

      The storm was sorely disturbing her plans for this trip. She had one week. One week before she started a new job as an accounting assistant.

      One week from yesterday in fact.

      Her college graduation had been anticlimactic. She’d had a full-time job lined up for six months at the place she’d done her internship. They’d loved her there.

      She couldn’t say the same about them.

      But then she couldn’t say she loved accounting either.

      She’d gotten her degree as expected in accounting. Her parents were both accountants and for as long as she could remember, she had been expected to follow their footsteps.

      No questions allowed.

      But course electives had been hers. Weekends, summers, and holidays had been hers.

      And she’d spent them doing what she loved.

      Sketching and painting.

      She liked painting best, but it was hard to carry paints around, so she sketched.

      She’d taken this week – this one week - between graduation and starting work just for herself.

      To be alone on the Mississippi River and sketch.

      She considered the Mississippi to be the birthplace of her love of art.

      Her grandfather brought her out here on steamboats at least a couple of times a year. They’d sat together and sketched.

      Grandpa had sacrificed his love of art, too. He taken the secure job to provide for his family.

      He always told her had no regrets.

      She had regrets for him.

      He was a wonderful, talented artist. And passionate about it. He’d passed that on to her, whether through genetics or influence, she didn’t know or care.

      It just was.

      It was who they were.

      He’d been gone for two years now. The pain had dulled. A little. She accepted that it would always be there.

      She’d gotten on the boat at Dubuque, Iowa and was scheduled to return on Sunday. Then Monday she started work.

      She turned and put her forehead against the cold damp window.

      The rain spoiled her plans. She’d wanted to sketch the riverbank. Like she and Grandpa had done.

      She checked her phone. The forecast was optimistic.

      She could get to sleep early and be ready for a full day of sketching tomorrow.

      With a plan now, that offset the rain, she gathered up her bag and headed down the hallway to her room.

      Reaching into her crossover bag, she pulled out the oversized silver key to her room. The room number 2B was engraved on the top.

      The room was easy to find. It was at the corner beneath the iron staircase that led to the second floor of the ship.

      After securely locking the door behind her, she peeled off her sandals, dropped her bags on the sofa, and flopped down next to them.

      She’d saved for this trip. Being a college student, especially one who spent all her extra money buying art supplies, didn’t leave much left over. Instead of going to the beach on spring break, she’d spent her time and money sketching and painting.

      Somehow this week had become special. Something she’d looked forward to for a long time.  She’d blocked it out on her calendar and protected it for months. Graduating March 1st – the Winter quarter – was the perfect time. The river was swollen with water from the melting snow and trees were a lush green color.

      She took a deep breath. It wasn’t so bad that it was raining. Tomorrow would be a beautiful day.
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      Irelyn sat on a bench, her feet propped on the iron railing of the steamboat, her sketchpad on her lap.

      She was wearing blue jeans today and an oversized gray sweatshirt. She had her hair pulled back in a ponytail.

      She was concentrating, her fingers flying over her sketch pad.

      The Weather Channel had been right. The day had dawned bright and shiny. The rain actually provided the bonus of clean scented air.

      If she knew how to paint clean, shimmery air, she would do it.

      Instead she sketched the riverbank. The lush green trees that grew right down to the river’s edge.

      It was rural here, so far this morning she hadn’t seen any houses, roads, or any other indications of civilizations.

      As she sketched what she saw, she imagined that this was how the pioneers had felt. Alone in the middle of nowhere. With no one but their fellow travelers.

      Right now, the only other person who was up and about, at least that she saw, was the elderly man who knew all about locks and dams. He was sitting quietly now, alone with a cup of coffee and a cigarette.

      Irelyn caught the occasional whiff of tobacco, but she was upwind and probably imagined the scent more than she actually smelled it.

      Her own cup of coffee, on the bench beside her, was getting cold. She’d throw it out. Definitely not a fan of cold coffee.

      As she sketched, she was looking at the riverbank ahead. The wind blew a strand of hair loose and she tucked it away.

      She paused and watched as they approached some buildings.

      Mr. Locks and Dams tossed his coffee cup into the nearest can and came to stand next to her. “Good morning,” he said.

      “Hi.” Irelyn forced a smile as she glanced toward him. She didn’t want to miss seeing what the buildings were.

      “Are you an artist?” He peered over her shoulder.

      Irelyn looked down at her sketch of the riverbank. An artist? Was she?

      She nodded. “Yes.” At least for a few days.

      “My aunt was an artist. But she only painted a little. Mostly raised the kids and whatnot. I think I have the only painting she ever really finished.”

      Irelyn looked him now. Saw the sadness on his features. “You must really treasure it.”

      He shrugged. “Times were different then.” He put a hand on the side of her bench to steady himself. “Can I see?” He nodded toward her sketchpad.

      Irelyn normally didn’t show anyone her art. It was just something she did for herself. What would an artist do? She had no idea, but she went with her instinct. “Sure.” She held up the sketchpad for him to see.

      He nodded. You’ve got some talent. Do you paint also?”

      She put the pad back in her lap. “I prefer painting actually.”

      They were coming up on what looked like a fort. “What’s that?” she asked.

      “That’s Fort Madison. The original was built in 1804.”

      Intrigued, Irelyn turned to a fresh page in her sketchbook and began sketching. “Is this a replica?” she asked, not bothered to look up.

      He didn’t answer. She outlined part of the wooden fence. Then looked back for her new friend.

      Mr. Locks and Dams wasn’t there.

      She sat forward and looked around her, but he had completely disappeared. In fact, she saw no one else.

      He didn’t look like he could move all that fast.

      She looked back down at her sketch. It had only been a few seconds since he told her the fort was built in 1804.

      She looked around again. Odd.

      She shrugged it off and went back to sketching. The ship was moving slower now. Maybe this was part of the tour. Unless there were other people on the decks below, she was the only one taking advantage.

      She was happily sketching when a few minutes later a different man rushed toward her.

      Alarmed, she sat up, hugging her sketchpad to her for protection.

      He grabbed her by the upper arm. “You can’t be out here.”

      Completely caught off guard, she allowed him to pull her up and toward the door. Was something wrong? Was this why no one was outside?

      He pulled her through a wooden door she hadn’t noticed before. The window was closed with wide slatted wooden shutters.

      “Stay down. Over here,” he led her to a corner away from the window. There was no place to sit.

      She just stood there. Watching him as he slowly drew back the wooden shutter and peeked out.

      He was about her age, tall and lean. He was wearing long brown slacks and a loose shirt in the same material, though a little bit lighter. He had on an old-fashioned leather jacket with fringe hanging from the shoulder seams.

      His hair was a little longer than usual – brushing his collar – and he had sideburns. Nonetheless, he was a handsome man. With clear skin and strong features.

      Seeing her, still standing, he motioned for her to get on the floor. “Get down.”

      She got on her knees as he directed. She was still holding her sketchpad against her chest. “What’s happening?”

      There could be a shooter. No one was safe anymore. Not anywhere, it seemed.

      When he didn’t answer, she asked again, but a different way. “Should I be worried?”

      He glanced over his shoulder. “We need to get behind the walls of Fort Madison to be safe.”

      “We’re stopping here?” This was definitely not on the schedule. She would have remembered. “Safe from what?”

      “Indians.”
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      Irelyn crouched on the gritty wooden floor of the ship. The air was stale in here and it was dark. The ship was barely moving. It almost seemed like they were merely floating with the current.

      The only light came through the cracks in the shuttered windows.

      It looked like a large storage closet of some kind, but there was nothing here but a half dozen four foot tall wooden barrels.

      A baby wailed in the distance. Maybe it was someone watching a movie on video since this was an adult only cruise.

      And she was locked in here with a mad man claiming they were being attacked by Indians.

      She sat very still so as not to provoke him. If he thought they were being attacked by Indians, he wouldn’t be stable enough to reason with.

      Her degree may be in accounting, but read enough novels and watched enough movies to know about this type of situation.

      She nearly lost her balance when the ship surged forward. “Where are the Indians?” She wasn’t going to say anything, but she couldn’t help herself.

      “They’re on the bank,” he said absently. Then he picked up a rifle that had been propped on the other side of him.

      She gasped. She was locked in here. With the shooter.

      She was the one who had a chance to talk him down. Now she was definitely outside the purview of her experience. “I didn’t see any Indians.” She bit her lip when he turned and looked at her.

      He seemed to actually see her for the first time. He stood with the butt of the gun on the floor, lightly holding the barrel with one hand. His gaze flitted down her sweatshirt, to her jeans, to the knee-high leather boots she wore, then back again to her face.

      She felt the heat rise in her cheeks.

      He grinned. “We’ll get out of this. Don’t you worry.” He turned back to look out the window again.

      Irelyn waited. She thought about all the things she could do. She could run and knock him down. But he was twice her size and she probably just bounce against him. She could run for the door. But even if she could get past him, he could easily stop her.

      She could scream. But, really, what good would that do? It’d probably just agitate him.

      She decided it was best to just wait him out.

      Surely someone would show up to help. Eventually.

      Then she heard them.

      Indians?

      They were in the distance. On the shore perhaps, but they were loud enough that she could hear them even from here. “What’s that?” Maybe it was a pack of wild dogs or a reenactment.

      “Indians,” he said, picking up his rifle.

      A flame shot out from the hammer. The gun was so loud, she shrieked and fell backwards landing on the floor. Her sketch pad landed on the floor.

      He set the butt back on the floor and began to reload it. With powder from a powder horn. Then what looked like a round steel ball.

      Her ears were still ringing, but she got to her feet. “Wait,” she said, taking an unsteady step toward him. “Don’t.”

      She thought she heard other rifle shots, but she couldn’t be sure if she was hearing other shots or echoes of the one that just exploded on her eardrums.

      Before he lifted the gun, he looked at her, seeming to consider. “Come here,” he said. When she didn’t move, he held out his hand. “Just come look out the window.”

      She didn’t take his hand, but she went to stand next to him and looked out toward the bank. The fort she’d seen earlier was right in front of them. And all around it were… Indians.

      Arrows flew everywhere. Toward the fort. Toward the ship. And men were firing back, at least from the fort.

      She stepped back. It was like something from a John Wayne movie.

      Turning, she looked into his deep blue eyes.

      Her heart did a funny little twist. And she forgot that she thought he was a madman. A dangerous madman.

      He was even more handsome up close. His blue eyes had little bolts of green making them seem fathomless.

      Her heart was beating too fast and it wasn’t from the danger of the Indians or even from being in this inexplicable situation.

      It was from being in such close proximity to this man.

      He smelled good. Like leather and tobacco. And… horses maybe.

      She stepped back, landing against the wall.

      God help her. She was attracted to a madman.

      “I… ‘um…” She whirled around, realizing she stood next to the door. “I need to go.”

      She barely had one hand on the doorknob when strong arms came around her, halting any further movement.

      “Are you insane?” he asked, his breath warm against her cheek.

      She laughed. And her laughter did indeed sound insane to her own ears. “I don’t…”

      “Shush.” He pressed a hand against her arm.

      She didn’t know what she was going to say.

      “Listen.”

      She strained to hear. “I don’t hear anything.”

      “Right.” He leaned past her and looked out the window. “They’re leaving.”

      She turned and followed his gaze. He was right. There were Indians on horseback riding away from the fort and the riverbank.

      “We can get to the fort now and we’ll be safe,” he said as he picked up his gun and looked back at her. He smiled into her eyes.

      Irelyn felt something sweep across her cheek. It felt like the light sweep of a fingertip. But she shook off the sensation. There was no one in this storage room but the two of them.

      She closed her eyes for a moment. She was imagining things.

      The man opened the door and she followed him out onto the deck into the sunshine.

      The French doors opened and people spilled out onto the deck.

      Men wearing leather coats like the man standing next to her and top hats. Every one of them carried long rifles over their shoulders.

      The women wore long dresses in browns, pale blue, and gingham. They wore bonnets on their heads, tied beneath their chins.

      There were children also. And babies.

      Irelyn stood against the wall, watching the scene unfold.

      This wasn’t right.

      There was nothing right about this.

      Some of the men began hauling small boats from the ship and lowering them into the water.

      Irelyn decided she would just stay here and let this pass. Then she could go back to sketching.

      Her sketchpad!

      She dashed back into the little closet room and, picking up her sketchpad, wiped the grit from it.

      Clutching her sketchpad, she went to stand in the doorway. As much as wanted to ignore what was going on, it was like watching a train wreck. She couldn’t look away.

      It looked like all the passengers were getting off the boat.

      A little tendril of fear worked its way into her heart. If everyone was getting off the boat, she could potentially be the only person left aboard.

      She looked around for the man who’d pulled her out of harm’s way earlier. He was the only person she had any familiarity with.

      It seemed, he too, was looking for her. He held up a hand when he saw her and wove his way through the crowd until he stood in front of her.

      “We have to go now. While we can.” His voice was kind, but firm.

      She shook her head. “I was planning to stay on the boat.”

      He looked at her like she was the one who was unreasonable or even insane. “Why did you even make the trip? If you’re just going to go back again to where you started?”

      “I…” A bubble of laughter slipped out and she covered her lips with her hand. “That’s a good question.”

      “Then you’ll come with me?”

      “I don’t have anyone here. At the fort.”

      “You’re traveling alone?” He seemed a little surprised.

      She shrugged. “Yeah.”

      He narrowed his eyes as he looked at her. “Are you a runaway?”

      “A run…? No. I’m not a child.” She almost laughed at her petulant tone.

      He smiled. “Come with me and I’ll offer you protection.”

      She shifted her sketchpad from one arm to the other. “I don’t need protection.”

      He crossed his arms.

      “You’re a stranger,” she said. “Maybe I need protection from you.” She gestured toward his gun. “Besides, I don’t even know your name.”

      “Gabe Rollings,” he said without hesitation.

      It was becoming clear to Irelyn that she couldn’t stay here on the ship. And if those were indeed Indians, perhaps she did need protection if she got off the ship. “I don’t know what to do.”

      Gabe nodded. “I know that we don’t really know each other. But sometimes circumstances put two people together for a reason.” He held out his hand. “Come with me and we’ll sort things out later.”

      She put her hand in his. His hand was big and strong. And as she followed him to the keelboat, she realized that despite her first impression, she felt safe with him.

      And perhaps being here in this world, whatever it was she’d fallen into, wouldn’t be so bad with Gabe.
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      The roar of a motor boat drifted from up ahead, creating waves that splashed against the hull of the Mississippi Anoka.

      Spring on the Mississippi River came softly this year. It was already May and there were still patches of snow on the riverbank interspersed with tender green foliage.

      The water here on the upper Mississippi was nothing like the briny water on the other end of the same river in New Orleans. This water had an actual blue tint to it. Not like the murky muddy color down south.

      A layer of white puffy clouds floated low overhead, allowing only glimpses of the pale blue backdrop of the sky.

      Morgan Holmes stood at the bow, the wind tossing the hair that had escaped from her ponytail into her face. The ship travelled at a leisurely pace as though it didn’t have a care in the world.

      She pulled the atomic fireball out of her mouth and tossed it into the water. It skipped once, then went under. She inhaled sharply in an effort to cool the burn caused by the fireball candy.

      Her little sister loved those things, though Morgan had no idea how she tolerated them. And apparently her niece had stuffed a handful of them into one of Morgan’s pockets. The army green uniform seemed to have pockets everywhere, even one just above the knee.  Her niece was always leaving her with little surprises when she dropped her off at Grandmama’s house.

      Morgan was a major in the United States Army Corp of Engineers. Her current assignment was to make sure the steamboats were safely navigating the locks and dams of the upper Mississippi River.

      The locks and dams system was new to her, but it wasn’t all that complicated. And it wasn’t a bad assignment.

      When she’d joined the corp, her life had been different. Her sister had still been alive raising a child as a single parent.

      Now Morgan was helping to raise the seven-year-old child, Annie. Morgan took her on the weekends and Grandmama took her during the week. Fortunately, their mother had stepped up and was taking most of the responsibility.

      Still. The whole traumatic thing from her sister’s accident to the added stress of keeping Annie had cost her relationship with Douglas.

      Douglas had been her boyfriend for almost a year and if she were honest with herself, she had to admit that Douglas wasn’t a great loss.

      They had a standing date for Saturday nights, but she had rarely seen him during the week. For a couple of weeks, Douglas had tolerated her keeping Annie. Then when he’d insisted that Morgan take Annie to her mother’s so they could go out to dinner at his favorite New Orleans restaurant, Morgan had balked.

      Her mother needed time for herself, too. The weekend was the only time Morgan could really give her a break.

      So Douglas had walked out, supposedly to dinner by himself while Morgan and Annie had grilled cheese sandwiches and homemade French fries.

      It was better food anyway and they’d fallen asleep watching The Water Horse on Netflix.

      Morgan hadn’t heard from Douglas since that night two weeks ago.

      The captain’s voice came over the loudspeaker. “We’re coming up on the first lock. Everyone take a seat and we’ll get through this without any problems.”

      Morgan turned around and watched as the dozen or so tourists who’d been standing at the iron rails of the steamboat found their seats.

      She joined them, sitting next to an elderly woman with short curly hair that reminded her of her grandmother.

      “Are you the security?” The woman asked, smiling at Morgan.

      Morgan’s uniform often confused people. She thought it looked more like a park ranger’s uniform than security, but she got all kinds of responses. “No,” she shook her head, smiling back. “I’m just making sure the steamboat gets through the locks and dams ok.”

      The woman looked alarmed. “Oh dear. Do we need to be worried?”

      “Of course not. It’s just routine.”

      “I knew I didn’t want to come on this trip.” The woman face turned pink. “I told my daughter it wasn’t a good idea.”

      “Mom,” a younger woman, about Morgan’s age, leaned around and joined their conversation. “It’ll be ok.” Then she addressed Morgan. “I’m sorry. She’s a little nervous.”

      “It’s quite alright.” Morgan could never predict what kind of reaction she was going to get. “I have to go find my assistant. Please excuse me.”

      Despite the captain’s request to stay seated, Morgan got up and started around the deck. She honestly didn’t know where Bryan was. And she really didn’t need him. But he was a good excuse to get her out of a situation that was uncomfortable.

      Actually, she needed to stop by her room to use the satellite phone to check her cell phone messages. Since this was a week long trip, she’d been given the use of a room.

      She pulled a key out of one of her many pockets and checked the number 2B. She hadn’t been to the room yet. Bryan had taken their luggage to their respective rooms while Morgan spoke with the captain.

      She slipped the key back into her pocket and jogged up the iron staircase.

      About halfway up, the ship lurched and caught Morgan in mid-air.

      Her last thought was that she should have listened to the captain and stayed in her seat.
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      The water was cool and dark. And tasted like fish swimming in cold coffee.

      Morgan had cried out as she fell. It was reflexive. She couldn’t have stopped it she wanted to.

      It had seemed like she was suspended in mid-air forever. Then she hit the water like a brick, grabbed, but nothing to grasp onto.

      More falling. Only this time she was underwater.

      She had to stop. She moved her arms, trying to get her bearings.

      Which way was up?

      She froze and held her breath. Reverted to her training.

      Stay calm.

      That lasted for about three seconds until she started to drift. And there was water going up her nose.

      She immediately flipped over and started moving around again. Shoving against the water to propel herself what she hoped was toward the surface.

      “Man overboard!”

      She heard the words yelled from a long way off.

      She screamed in her head. I’m a girl, dammit!

      She couldn’t hold her breath any longer.

      It would be so much easier to just let go.

      She was losing the fight.

      Then someone had their arms around her.

      A man.

      A man’s strength.

      But it was too late.

      She couldn’t hold her breath any longer.
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      Morgan woke with her cheek against the wooden floor of the steamboat’s deck.

      Her soaked uniform stuck to her like a thick second skin. She blew a strand of her own wet hair out her mouth, and smelled the lingering scent of the atomic fireball beneath the staleness of the river water.

      Her eyes burned as she blinked them open. She saw three sets of shiny black boots beneath blue wool trousers.

      “Is she gonna make it?” A man with a burly voice asked.

      “She’s waking up,” another man with a smooth voice full of gentleness said. “Step back, give her some air.”

      The boots backed away, allowing the breeze from the river to sweep over her damp skin giving her a chill.

      A man put his arms behind her back and helped her sit up. She had a vague flash of being in the water. Arms wrapping around her.

      She pushed the image away and looked into the eyes of the man kneeling next to her, his arms holding her up.

      His short hair dripped with water and his clothes were as wet as hers.

      “How do you feel?” he asked, sweeping wet hair from her cheeks.

      She lifted her gaze to his. And looked into the clearest blue eyes she’d ever seen. And being in the army, in a man’s world, that said a lot. His eyes were like the background of the blue sky behind the fluffy clouds she’d seen earlier.

      The fluffy clouds were gone now. And the sky was clear. It was like someone had cleaned the steam from a bathroom mirror.

      As she gazed into his eyes, she almost forgot to breath. She certainly forgot to think.

      Then she coughed. And the spell was broken. She coughed so hard, she bent over double.

      The man gently rubbed her back and placed a handkerchief over her lips. She took a deep ragged breath. Coughed again, then settled.

      She laid back against him, all her strength drained. Her eyes fluttered closed.

      Then he scooped her up like she was no more than Annie’s size. Her eyes flew open and she gaped as he carried her past what looked a whole army regiment in full blue wool uniforms.

      Morgan put her arms around his neck, but she didn’t have the strength to hold on.

      She gave up and closed her eyes again as he carried her along the wooden deck, his boots echoing loudly.

      The men they’d left behind were talking loudly now, but their voices faded into the background as he carried her down the hallway.

      She felt him shift her weight a bit, a door opened, then he lowered her gently onto a bed and drew a quilt up to her chin. Though she hadn’t realized she was cold, she shivered.

      She was too weak to worry about where she was or what was happening.

      With his fingertips lightly stroking her forehead, she fell asleep.
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      Morgan woke to the scent of bacon and the distant sound of drums beating.

      Every muscle ached as she stretched beneath the blanket. The blanket itself smelled like it had been dried outside in the sunshine. She remembered the scent from visiting her grandparents when she was a child. Her grandmother had hung sheets and blankets outside to dry. Even though they had a nice scent, Morgan always thought they were too stiff for her taste.

      She was still on the ship. She could feel its gentle sway. The events of yesterday – the fall into the water, the near loss of consciousness, the man’s arms around her – came back to her in flashes of images.

      She rolled over and opened her eyes. The window was open and sunlight spilled through the window into the little cabin.

      The cabin had walls painted green. This must not be her room, because she definitely would have remembered that green paint.

      “Good morning.”

      She recognized the voice. It was the man who’d saved her life.

      He sat in a wooden chair next to the bed. He was leaning back with his feet propped on the edge of the bed. He was wearing brown cotton pants and a white button-down shirt. No shoes.

      She realized in that instant that her clothes, too, were dry. But she wasn’t wearing her uniform.

      She ran over the length of her stomach. She was wearing what felt like a t-shirt.

      And nothing else.

      “Hi,” she said, her heart beating much too fast. “My clothes.”

      He nodded behind her. “Drying.” He ran a hand over his chin. “Which regiment are you with?”

      “I’m not… Regiment?”

      “It’s all right.” He dropped his feet to the floor and leaned forward. “I know that some women join the army. No one’s judging. Hell, my sister’s a better shot than I am.”

      “I’m in the corp,” she said.

      “Ah.” He held up his palm. “Beautiful AND smart.”

      Not sure how to respond to the compliment, she ignored it. She had learned that all men reacted differently to her being in the army. “You saved my life.”

      He sat back again. “Yeah… I was standing on the upper deck talking with Sam when I heard you scream. All I saw was the splash went you hit the water.”

      “Thank you.” The common words seemed so inadequate for saving someone’s life. Thank you for passing the salt. Thank you for holding the door. Thank you for your kind words. Thank you for saving my life.

      There should be another way to say it. Another phrase. Something to reflect the magnitude of jumping into a river and pulling a stranger back to the surface.

      And she didn’t even know his name. She told him so.

      “Andrew Archer,” he said without hesitation.

      She tugged her hand out from beneath the blanket and held it out to him. “I’m Morgan.”

      He took her hand, but he didn’t shake it. Instead, he lightly held her fingertips and bowed over her hand. He didn’t kiss the back of her hand, but she felt the rush of his breath over her skin.

      Little tingles shot up and down her spine.

      She decided then not to say anything about him changing her clothes. She was grateful to be dry. She reached up and ran a hand through her hair. It was dry, too. So unless he’d dried it with a hairdryer, she’d been asleep for several hours.

      He looked at her with confusion on his features now as though he was trying to figure something out. “You’re a stowaway,” he said softly.

      “What? No. I’m on the job.” And there would be paperwork. She had to report a near drowning experience.

      “You weren’t on the boat before.” He toyed with the cuff of his shirt.

      “You just don’t remember me.” Before he could say more, she leaned up on her elbows. “Could you give me a minute. I have to go to the bathroom.”

      He was quickly on his feet. “Of course.” He helped her sit up.

      She looked around, but only saw the one door to the hallway. “Where’s the bathroom?”

      “No bath,” he said, taking a step toward the door. “The chamber pot is over there.” He nodded to the far corner.

      After the door closed behind him, she let out a shaky breath and stood up, a bit unsteadily. The white t-shirt was long. It fell half-way down her thighs. It was a nice thick cotton. Soft.

      She walked around the bed and stood staring at the green ceramic pot sitting in the corner.

      It could be nothing other than a chamber pot.

      Morgan knew enough about history to recognize it.

      But apparently she didn’t know enough about steamboats to know that she was expected to use this.

      She turned around in a circle, but there was no bathroom.

      She shrugged.

      She was in the army. She’d used worse.

      Her clothes were hanging on the back of the headboard. Her pants were dry, so she slipped them on and immediately felt more like herself.

      She needed to find her room and use her satellite phone, so she finished getting dressed. Her boots and socks were still wet, so she left them off.

      Holding her boots by the laces, she opened the door and stepped into the hallway.

      Two soldiers dressed blue wool uniforms passed her in the hallway, pausing their conversation, saying “ma’am” and nodding in her direction before continuing. She nodded back with a quick, stilted smile.

      Andrew was leaning against the opposite wall, waiting for her.

      “Going somewhere?” he said, pushing off the wall.

      “I need to find my room.” She closed the door behind her. “I’m in 2B.”

      Tilting his head to one side, he looked at her quizzically. “That is 2B.”

      “What? Where?” She glanced around, but the door to the right was 3B. The room across the hall was 4B.

      With a cautious glance in his direction, she turned around and just stared at the metal lettering above the door behind her.

      2B.

      That wasn’t possible. She reached into her pants pocket, dug past the atomic fireballs, safely wrapped individually wrapped, and pulled out the old-fashioned key.

      She turned it over in her hand. 2B.

      She lifted her gazed to his. This man named Andrew. “I don’t understand.”

      He kept his gaze on hers. “I don’t either,” he said softly. “You’re not from here.”

      He meant her accent, of course. She was used to people pointing it out to her. “I’m from New Orleans.”

      He shook his head. “I suspected that you’re from the south.” He came across the hallway and stood in front of her. “But that’s not what I meant.”

      “What then?”

      He was standing much too close to her. His sky blue eyes were laser focused on hers.

      She felt a little sweep across her cheek. Like someone wiping away a tear. She reflexively glanced over her shoulder, but no one was there.

      She licked her lips. And her gaze dipped to his. She could feel his breath against hers.

      “Your clothing. It doesn’t look like something from 1861.”

      A bubble of laugher slipped out. “Why would it?”

      He seemed to consider. “Most women like to stay up to date with current fashions.”

      Ah. He was kidding her. “Well… since I’m in the army, it may seem like I’m not as concerned. But when I’m not in uniform, you’d never know I’m in the army.”

      “Is that so?” He grinned at her.

      “It is so,” she said with an answering smile.

      He put a hand on the closed door behind her. She felt deliciously dwarfed.

      “I don’t mean to be indecent,” he whispered in her ear. “but can I ask you a personal question?”

      If he kept looking at her like that, he could ask her anything. “Sure.”

      “I’ve never seen trousers that open like yours.”

      “What do you mean?” She was wearing a government issued uniform. There was nothing unusual about it. In fact, Morgan considered it rather boring.

      “You have metal instead of buttons.”

      Realization dawned on her followed by disbelief. “You’ve never seen a zipper?”

      “Is that what you call the thing with little teeth that goes up and down?”

      Morgan looked over his shoulder. At the lanterns hanging on the hallway walls.

      The soldiers in the blue uniforms were Civil War Union soldiers. She knew enough about history – mostly the southern side though – that she recognized them.

      “Andrew?” Her gaze darted back to his. “Is this 1861?”

      “Of course.”

      “I… um… I think I might need your help.”

      He smiled and ran his thumb lightly against her chin. “Anything you need.”

      Then his lips softly pressed against hers.

      And Morgan knew that she had everything she needed right here.
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      Whitney Blakely stood at the railing of the American Queen riverboat tucked between a gangly teenage girl and a grandfather with a cane.

      Her Wisconsin Badgers baseball cap, pulled low over her eyes, kept the bright direct sun out of her eyes, but she squinted against the sun’s glare off the Mississippi River.

      She tucked her bluntly cut short blonde hair behind her ears. The rest of her naturally blonde hair was in a trashcan at the riverboat’s women’s restroom in La Crosse Wisconsin. All twelve inches of it.

      “Here we go,” the grandfather said. His breath smelled like cigar smoke.

      Whitney nodded before she realized he was talking to the teenage girl.

      “This is so awesome, Grandpa,” the girl said.

      Since when did teenage girls verbalize excitement about anything other than boys? Whitney took a closer look at the girl out of the corner of her eye. The girl wasn’t a day over thirteen. Still a child.

      Like Whitney, the girl wore jeans and a t-shirt, though the girl’s t-shirt and sneakers were pink whereas Whitney’s were black.

      Fitting, Whitney thought. The girl was young and innocent. Whitney not so much.

      Whitney hugged the cool iron railing, her chin on the top rung and let the teenage girl and her grandfather talk behind her.

      It made her feel less visible.

      And less alone.

      Her cinnamon chewing gum had lost its taste and felt rubbery in her mouth. She spit it into her palm and tossed it into the murky water churning through the rungs of the paddlewheel.

      She envied the gum. She wanted to disappear like that.

      But it hadn’t been her fault.

      Just take some time, her father had said. It’ll all blow over.

      It may blow over in the future, Whitney thought wryly, but in the meantime, things weren’t going so smoothly.

      The captain came over the loudspeaker. “Attention please.” He paused, probably not knowing that everyone was patiently waiting. “We’re moving into the first lock and dam area. For your own safety, please either go into your cabin or wait inside the glass doors.” No one moved. “Thank you.” Then silence again. Nothing but the roar of the boat’s motor and the water splashing.

      Whitney moved away from the rails. There were grumblings now. Several passengers obviously had hoped to watch the lock and dam process up close, but the captain was asking not to be distracted.

      Whitney knew how this worked. She’d been on the riverboats before.

      With her father.

      Before everything changed.

      Whitney slipped down the hallway toward her room and pulled the old-fashioned silver key from her pocket.

      Her room was toward the back. A small room. Nothing like what she was used to.

      Other than checking the room numbers, she kept her gaze down. There wasn’t much need though. She was the only one walking along the carpeted hallway with glass sconces next to each door.

      She held her breath as she slipped her key into the door lock.

      Room 2B.
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      Whitney closed the door behind her and stood in the little economy cabin. When she’d asked for economy, she’d had no idea that she’d be in a cabin with nothing but a bed. There wasn’t even a chair. The walls were painted in an off-white color that just looked dingy and the brown carpet had stains here and there.

      The only redeeming thing about the room was it smelled freshly cleaned. Like lemons.

      It was a good thing she didn’t have any luggage because there was no closet or dresser.

      The one window was on the opposite side of the bed.

      She climbed onto the bed, stood up, and peeked out the little round window. She had a great view of a round metal post.

      She shrugged and climbed down. At least the window let in a little bit of sunshine.

      And, besides, it was only for one night.

      Sitting on the bed, she tucked her feet beneath her. And tried not to think about what kind of germs she was getting from sitting on the faded blue bedspread.

      She didn’t want to check her phone, but she couldn’t not look.

      She went to the gossip media site and there it was.

      A picture of her and him.

      Sir Andrew Madison.

      At least that’s what the media chose to call him. There was no evidence that he was actually a sir of any type.

      Merely being the biological son of the richest man in Madison and carrying the town’s founding sir name had been enough, it seemed, for the media to grant him the title.

      Whitney, being the only daughter of the Blakely hotel dynasty, had been given the dubious task of trying to form an alliance between the two. The Blakely hotels and the Madison… dynasty.

      That alliance was in the form of a marriage.

      A marriage between Whitney and Sir Andrew.

      She’d been tricked into the whole thing. A meeting. A dinner. An outing. Then before she knew what was happening, it was an engagement.

      She hadn’t known how to stop it.

      Both families had been so swept into the whole thing.

      And in her defense, it had been fast. The whole affair had happened within six months.

      She hadn’t chosen a single detail. Not the date. Not the flowers. Not the colors. Not even her dress.

      She’d had her head in her own world – starting her own company, that she’d hardly noticed.

      Maybe she just hadn’t cared enough to notice.

      After her sister’s death a year ago from cancer, she’d thrown all her energy into forming a company that would make the lives of terminally ill teens better.

      She wanted to help not just one or two teens, but lots of them. She couldn’t help all of them, but she could do her part.

      Wanted to do her part.

      So her family, and obviously her personal life, had gotten shoved to the background.

      Up until the moment she’d stood at the back of the church, her hand on her father’s arm.

      Looking back, her words seemed… insufficient. “I have to go. I’ll call you later Dad.”

      So here she was. Avoiding the media.

      She got off the bed, walked to the door, then turned back long enough to toss her phone onto the faded blue bedspread.
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      As Whitney stepped into the hallway, the boat shifted. She was still holding the door knob, so she easily caught herself.

      The air in the hallway was warm and smelled like stale pastries. She would think twice before she asked for an economy room again.

      But then again, she’d paid cash and checked in using her middle name. Anne Blakely. Not original. But anyone looking for her, probably wouldn’t connected Anne with Whitney since she never used her middle name. And they’d never expect her to be in the economy section.

      Whitney enjoyed using her family’s wealth to help others, but she also didn’t sell herself short when it came to the best of well… anything.

      Walking down the hallway, she wasn’t even sure where she was headed. She just needed to get out of that claustrophobic room that was no more than a utility closet.

      She passed a young male staff member wearing a white uniform. She put a hand on the bill of her cap to hide her face and looked away. She wasn’t supposed to be walking about, but she didn’t care.

      She knew to walk fast and not make eye contact. And, as expected, the staff didn’t say anything to her.

      Reaching the end of the hallway, she started up the iron stairway. She was lightly holding onto the rail with one hand, her feet on the second and third step, when the boat was jarred.

      It felt a little like being in a bumper car. Like someone, another boat maybe, had ran into them.

      She went to steady herself, but her feet somehow got tangled up.

      She was falling.

      And she couldn’t stop herself.

      Her elbows and chin slammed onto the hard, gritty floor, and she lost consciousness.
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      Whitney woke to the sound of muffled voices. Male voices.

      She shifted, realizing she was lying on the floor, her cheek pressed against the cool wood.

      She’d fallen. She remembered that.

      There was a blanket over her. A heavy wool blanket that smelled like… goats. Or maybe some other livestock. She couldn’t be sure. At any rate, it was highly unpleasant. Stronger and more vile than the scent of stale pastries that she’d noticed earlier.

      She couldn’t make sense of why she was lying here beneath a blanket while men stood nearby talking in hushed tones.

      A shot of fear streaked through her. Maybe she was… broken.

      Or worse.

      But she could feel her heart beating. Surely if she’d died, she wouldn’t be able to feel her heart beating.

      Unless it was a residual sensation.

      One of the terminally ill teenagers she’d met had described a near death experience to her that way.

      She gasped, leaning up on her right elbow. Her hat had fallen off and her short hair fell into her eyes. She brushed it back with her other hand.

      It was dark in the hallway lit only by candle light. She blinked, but she could barely see anything other than shadows of the men who now stood silent and a layer of smoke that drifted in the air.

      Seconds later, the sound of heavy footsteps had the three, now silent men, stepping aside, pressing against the walls of the hallway.

      A man, dressed in a swirling black cape stopped at the bottom of the stairway and surveyed the situation. “Mon Dieu!” He rushed toward Whitney, kneeling at her side.

      He didn’t look quite so tall and formidable now that he was next to her. He had handsome features and a five o’clock shadow. Otherwise his skin was clear and his lips, though currently in a scowl as he studied her, were full and kissable.

      One of the three men spoke up. “We waited for you, sir.”

      “And in doing so, you left this poor girl lying on the floor.”

      Before she knew what he was doing, he put one hand behind her back and one beneath her knees, lifting her into his arms.

      Then he stood up, bringing her with him. Whitney wrapped her arms around his neck and held on.

      He carried her with him up the stairway and down another hall. He didn’t say anything, nor did he look at her.

      Still feeling unsteady, she laid her cheek against his shoulder and closed her eyes. He smelled like a swirl of leather, fresh air, with a faint scent of rich tobacco. Like her father’s fine cigars.

      He went up another stairway, then another. Whitney didn’t weigh much, but still he was carrying just over a hundred pounds up several stairways without so much as a hitch.

      Nudging a door open with his foot, he carried her into a room. She opened her eyes and saw a blur of glass windows lit by the bright glow of the sunset.

      Ever so gently, he lay her on a soft sofa and taking a step back, sat in a chair across from her.

      “I’m Captain Martin,” he said. “James Martin. I apologize for my men. I instructed them not to do anything until I got there.”

      Whitney shifted, sitting against the arm of the couch and pulled her knees up beneath her chin. “I’m not sure what happened.”

      “They said you slipped and fell.” He seemed to study her a moment as though trying to figure something out. “But they told me you were a boy.”

      She ran her fingers self-consciously through her chopped off hair. She’d lost her cap somewhere. “It was rather dark in the hallway.”

      He nodded. “I don’t think it was the darkness.” Standing up, he removed his cape and she saw that he was tall and lean in addition to having enough strength to cart her up several flights of stairs.

      Whitney considered herself a good judge of character. After all, she’d worked closely with a wide range of people in her charity work. In fact, she developed a good sense of who was merely trying look good and who sincerely wanted to help others.

      This man had a kind countenance and he appeared sincerely concerned about her welfare. The words seemed inadequate, yet it was all she could think of at the moment.

      “I’m surprised they let you enlist.” He stood and went to a counter across the small room.

      “I don’t understand.” She pulled the stale smelling blanket up to her chin.

      He returned to her side with a cup of water and held it while she drank. “You’re obviously not a boy.”

      She coughed, gagging on the water. “I’ve never had any doubt about that.”

      He tilted his head, still seemingly puzzled by her, and set the cup aside. “Yet you try to pass yourself off as a lad.”

      A lad. This man’s language was odd. She sat up and squinted into the room lit only by the pale evening sun streaming in through the windows. One of the windows stood open and there was no smoke in this room.

      The air was fresh, unlike the small cabin below. And unlike the cabin, with its one pitiful window, this room was lined with windows on all sides.

      There were papers scattered about on the counter and a map of some kind nailed to the wall beneath a row of windows. It looked like it had seen better days.

      The most prominent thing in the room, however, was a large wooden wheel. The wheel was as tall as she was. It had eight prominent spokes that looked like they were well worn from use.

      She hadn’t noticed before, but there was a small black boy, deep in the shadows, sitting on a stool behind the wheel.

      She looked back at James, choosing to ignore his comment about her passing herself off as a lad, since it made no sense. “Where is this?”

      He turned and she saw his face light up with pride. “This is the pilot house.”

      “Right. You’re the captain.” She hadn’t meant to sound like she didn’t believe him, but he must have heard doubt in her tone.

      He went back to the counter and poured water from a pitcher into a basin. Then he came back and sat on the couch next to her and held up a damp cloth. “May I?”

      “What?” she blinked, unable to focus on what he was asking. He was sitting so close to her now that she could feel his thigh against hers.

      He smiled, making him even more handsome. “You have some dirt on your cheek. Can I wipe it off?”

      She nodded.

      As he gently ran the cloth over her cheek, her eyelids fluttered closed. The cloth smelled like stale water, but she hardly noticed. All she noticed was how gently his hands moved against her skin.

      When she sensed that he’d moved away, she opened her eyes.

      He hadn’t moved away as far as she thought.

      Even in the pale light, she could see his clear turquoise eyes – dark blue around the rims fading into a light gray toward the center.

      Her thoughts scattered as she gazed into his eyes. Her heartrate tripped up dangerously.

      It occurred to her that she’d never had this kind of reaction to Sir Andrew. In fact, she wasn’t sure she’d had this kind of reaction to anyone before.

      She felt his fingers sweep across her cheek again, but his hand hadn’t moved.

      Residual sensation.

      That’s what it had to be of course.

      “If you’re not a soldier,” he said, “who are you?”

      “I’m…” She wasn’t sure what he was asking. “I’m Whitney.”

      His lips curved at the corners as though he were amused. “It’s a pleasure to meet you Whitney.”

      She smiled back. “This is your ship, then?”

      “It is. I’ve owned it for five years, but now,” his smiled faded. “it’s being used to transport soldiers.”

      “Soldiers?” She remembered seeing the men standing around while she lay in the hallway. Yes, they had been in uniform of some type. Still, it made no sense. “What kind of soldiers?”

      “Northern soldiers when I travel south. Taking them to battle. And, now, they tell me, I’ll be bringing southern soldiers – prisoners - back with me on the return trip.”

      Whitney put a hand against her forehead. Perhaps she needed to see a doctor. But with keeping a low profile, that was highly unlikely to happen at the moment.

      Especially since she was on a ship in the middle of the Mississippi River.

      When James stood up, she felt the loss of his nearness. He went to the wheel and made a minor adjustment. Whitney felt the ship shift beneath her ever so slightly.

      He said something indiscernible to the boy before coming back to sit in the chair across from her.

      “We’re coming up on Camp Randall. You’ll need to get off there.”
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      Camp Randall wasn’t on Whitney’s itinerary. In fact, she had no idea what that was.

      Considering her current attempt at keeping a low profile, however, she decided it might not be so bad. In fact, if she hadn’t ever heard of it, chances were good that other people hadn’t heard of it either.

      Besides, they just might have a doctor there. It wouldn’t hurt to get herself checked out.

      She followed Captain James Martin out of the pilot’s house and down one flight of stairs to the upper deck.

      She shielded her eyes from the bright sunset in colors of yellow and orange, with a pink hue.

      She inhaled deeply. The air was so clean, it felt foreign to her lungs. It smelled crisp. Sort of like fresh cut grass combined with a spring rain.

      There were other people waiting, too. Soldiers. They wore blue wool uniforms.

      Whitney decided they must be going to some kind of historical event. Maybe even one of those living history things she’d heard about.

      Again, a perfect place for her to lay low.

      She should really call her father before she disembarked, just in case there weren’t any phones out there. She’d forgotten that she didn’t have her things with her, not even her phone.

      “I need to go to my cabin to get my things,” she told James.

      “You have a cabin?”

      “Of course.”

      “All right,” he said, leading her down the hallway. “What’s the number?”

      “2B.” Thank goodness she’d remembered before they got off the boat.

      He stopped. She took another step, then turned back. “What?”

      He had an odd expression on his face. “There is no 2B cabin.”

      “Of course there is,” she said, turning around. “Though it’s more like a closet, really.” She kept walking. Her heart rate had kicked up and she was trying to ignore the panic that was weaving itself through her nerves.

      She felt a little relief when she heard him following. When she reached the door to her little closet, she pulled the key out of her pocket. She glanced at it, just to make sure it really was 2B. James had her doubting herself. But Whitney was good with details.

      She tried the key, but it didn’t work. James was standing next to her now.

      She held up the key for him to see the letters on it. The door had 2B above it.

      “Here,” he said, pulling out a ring of about twenty keys. He pulled one out, seemingly at random, but it fit right into the lock and opened the door.

      Whitney stepped through the threshold and stopped. Just stopped. She blinked into the darkness.

      It really was a closet. There were kegs and wooden crates and burlap sacks stuffed with something. The same little round window was high up the wall, but there was no bed.

      A ringing shot through her ears and she felt her knees buckling.

      Then she fainted.
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        Two hours later

      

      

      Whitney sat in a little wooden rowboat, tucked into James’ cape. James sat behind her, rowing with two oars.

      The river water was much much too close. She didn’t even dare hold on to the sides of the little boat for fear of being in close proximity to snakes or other river creatures. Being on the river was one thing, but being almost in the river was another thing entirely.

      A breeze tousled her short blonde hair, but she didn’t bother to sweep it out of her eyes. As they approached the fort, she could smell manure and the river smelled a bit like fish. All of that was beneath the strong scent of ammonia from the smelling salts James had used to wake her up from fainting.

      They hadn’t spoken after that.

      Whitney was at a loss.

      She had nothing. No phone. No identification. Nothing.

      And she had no explanation for where it might have gone.

      The closet-sized cabin that she’d rented truly was a closet. A storage closet.

      The only other people around were soldiers dressed in Union blue.

      The old man with the cane and his granddaughter were nowhere in sight.

      Camp Randal was an historical fort replete with wooden buildings inside a wooden fence.

      By the time they reached the shore, it was dark.

      James helped her out of the boat and took her hand as they went up a little hill to the fort’s entrance.

      “We’ll wait here,” he said, sitting on the ground. “for the wagon to come back and get us.”

      Wagon. Right.

      “You may as well sit,” he said, patting the ground next to him.

      Though it went against her better judgement, Whitney sat on the ground next to him.

      “I need to ask you something a little crazy.” She looked up into his eyes.

      “Ask me anything.”

      “Is this some kind of reenactment?”

      He looked puzzled. “I don’t understand what you’re asking me.”

      She waved a hand in no particular direction. “All this. It all seems so historic. Where are the other passengers that were on the boat?”

      “No other passengers. A few men are left on board until I get back in the morning.”

      “This can’t really be the Civil War.”

      James picked up a twig and tossed it. “It’s a war that makes no sense.” He looked off into the distance. “Some day people will look back and think we were all mad. Brothers killing brothers. A country at war with itself.”

      “They do think that.”

      “You seem confused.” He turned his gaze back to hers, but it was rapidly getting darker and he was no more than a shadow.

      “I am confused.” She pulled the cloak tighter around her, not so much for warmth, but for protection from something she couldn’t explain. “I mean, it’s 2019 and but it looks like 1860 something.”

      He waited a beat, then reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “I understand now,” he said. “You’ve traveled from the future.”

      She shook her head. “No. I traveled from Madison.”

      “You said 2019.” He stood up, held out his hand. “Welcome to 1862.”

      Whitney put her hand in his and allowed him to pull her to her feet. “If that’s true, what will I do?”

      “You’ll stay with me.” He grinned. “I can think of nothing better in life than having a beautiful woman fall at my feet.”

      A smile slowly formed on her lips.

      She’d wanted to get away. To hide away.

      There was no better place to hide than the past.

      And here was a man. A real man.

      Someone who wasn’t after her money. Or her family’s reputation.

      A handsome man who wanted her for just her.
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