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      Hannah Sinclair tilted her head back and stared up at the really, really tall clock.

      She'd never seen a tall clock like this. Never in her eight years of life.

      She watched the pendulum swing steadily back and forth, the deep rhythmic ticking echoing through the foyer.

      It was a big clock in a big house.

      Hannah didn't know why she was here with her mother. She didn't know why her mother was talking to the nice older lady in what the lady had called a parlor.

      They'd left the door open, but Hannah could only hear a murmur of their voices, not their words.

      There were live rose buds in a vase sitting on a table across from the clock. Hannah knew they were live because they smelled like the flowers in the grocery store.

      They never had enough money to buy any, but the one time her uncle came to visit, he'd brought a bouquet with live flowers. White and pink daisies. Mamma had let Hanna keep them on her nightstand.

      Hannah lived with her mother in a trailer house about fifteen minutes from here. Her mother called it a manufactured home, but Hannah knew it was a trailer.

      She knew because she'd heard the other kids on the school bus complaining about how long it took to drive through the trailer park.

      Hannah gasped when the clock started chiming. It chimed ten times.

      It was ten o'clock in the morning.

      Hannah stood perfectly still through all ten chimes.

      Then the rhythmic ticking started again.

      An older man, older than her grandfather, came down the wide wooden stairs.

      She watched him until he reached the floor and stopped.

      He smiled at her. "Can you believe that clock is over two hundred years old?"

      Hannah's eyes widened. "That's really old. How do you know?"

      He tilted his head to one side. "That's a really good question. My father told me and his father told him."

      Hannah looked toward the parlor. Her mother and the lady were still talking.

      "My name is Jonathan Becquerel," he said.

      Hannah nodded. "This is your house, then."

      He grinned, his faded blue eyes bright. "It used to be, but I gave it to my wife." He nodded toward the parlor.

      Hannah turned her gaze back toward the clock. There was a jagged rip across its face. She tried to wrap her head around why a man would give a house to his wife, but it made no sense.

      "What happened to it?" she asked.

      "There was a war," Jonathan said.

      Hannah was a good student. She remembered everything she learned in school. "The Civil War," she said.

      "That's right," he looked pleased that she knew about it.

      She smiled at him. "Were you a soldier in the Civil War?"

      Jonathan laughed. "I was a soldier, but not in the Civil War." He sat down on the stairs. "I'm not quite that old."

      Hannah nodded. "It was a long time ago."

      Before he could answer, Hannah's mother and the lady of the house came out of the parlor.

      "I hope she didn't bother you," Mamma said, nervously.

      Mamma had been nervous on the drive over. She kept reminding Hannah to keep her hands to herself. To say yes ma’am and no ma’am if she said anything at all to the lady who owned the house.

      But the older lady frightened her and Hannah just looked at her without speaking.

      "Not at all," Jonathan said, standing up. "We were just getting acquainted."

      "That's good," Mamma said. "Hannah, say bye-bye. We can go now."

      Hannah held up a hand. “Bye-bye,” she said to the nice man.

      As Mamma slipped an envelope into her large purse, Hanna noticed that Mamma's eyes were red-rimmed.

      The only other time that Hannah had seen Mamma with red-rimmed eyes was after her uncle who brought the daisies left.
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        Natchez, Mississippi

      

      

      Hannah Sinclair turned the knob and pushed open the door to the old mansion.

      Becquerel Plantation.

      She stepped inside, shook off her umbrella, then pulled it inside behind her.

      The old house had been grand once. A big two-story mansion built sometime back in the 1700s.

      The house had caught on fire years ago, but the part of the house that had burned — the parlor area — had been recently rebuilt and it wasn’t even noticeable if a person didn’t know where to look.

      It was three o'clock in the afternoon, and the grandfather clock standing in the foyer chimed the hour.

      Hannah tilted her head to the side and watched the clock as it chimed three times.

      Someone was keeping it wound.

      Perhaps it was Jerry, the caretaker.

      As far as Hannah knew, Jerry only came in once a day.

      She was impressed by Jerry’s attention to detail.

      Most people wouldn’t have bothered to wind the clock unless they knew someone was coming by. And as far as she knew, Jerry hadn’t known that Hannah would be coming.

      She hadn’t even known she was coming.

      Hannah leaned her umbrella against the door and decided that she really didn’t know all that much.

      The house smelled like an odd mixture of Lysol and… old. Old books maybe. Or old furniture. With a hint of coffee.

      Maybe it was just the old walls.

      Hannah ran a hand along the wall, covered in faded wallpaper in yellow flowers and green foliage. Her fingertips snagged against a seam in the textured paper. It wasn’t original, of course, but it wasn’t exactly new either.

      This old house had seen so much in its more than two — three — hundred years. More than Hannah could even begin to fathom.

      She stood in front of the grandfather clock and looked up. It was a big clock. She was five feet four inches and it towered over her. The clock was easily over six feet tall.

      There was a rip in the dial between the numbers six and seven.

      She knew the story.

      The clock had been damaged during the American Civil War.

      Charles Becquerel had nearly lost his leg when the Union army had attacked the house.

      There were other things to the story, but Hannah hadn’t decided how much of those stories she believed.

      Right now it didn’t matter whether she believed them or not.

      That wasn’t her task.

      She turned her attention to the wide mahogany staircase that went up to a landing with a window before splitting off to the second floor.

      That window there on the landing still had the original glass. It was wavy and a little bit hard to see through.

      Hannah looked to the right into the parlor and she could almost hear her mother talking with Vaughn Becquerel. But that had been years ago. When Hannah was still no more than a child.

      Her mother had told her then that Vaughn was a great lady and that Hannah had to be on her best behavior while they were here in the house.

      Hannah smiled at the memory.

      She wondered what her mother would think about her now.

      Hannah was twenty-three years old now. Five four, one hundred pounds.

      Fresh out of graduate school.

      So different from her mother, yet so like her father.

      Or so her mother told her.

      Hannah had never actually met her father.

      Sometimes she wondered if he even existed.

      Perhaps her mother had gotten him from a sperm bank.

      But that was neither here nor there and in the great scheme of things didn’t matter.

      Hannah stepped into the parlor. The fireplace was huge by today’s standards.

      It had to be, of course. Since it had been built for more than just ambiance.

      It had to be used for heat back in the day.

      The furniture in here was old, too. Old, but obviously of good quality.

      She stopped in front of a roll top writing desk and slowly slid open the lid.

      What was concealed beneath the roll top could have been from a page in history.

      An inkwell and quill stood next to a piece of thick vellum paper.

      Though the paper was blank, it was turned as though someone was about to begin writing. A letter perhaps.

      She heard a sound overhead, like someone dropping a box and quickly closed the desk top.

      She returned to the foyer and looked upstairs.

      A door slammed.

      She must have caught Jerry in the house.

      “Hello,” she called out.

      No answer.

      It wouldn’t do to have him think she was an intruder.

      She could stay down here and wait or she could go upstairs and let him know that she was here.

      It would be easier to go find him and introduce herself.

      Aware now of the sound of her high heeled pumps against the mahogany floor, she went to the foot of the stairs and called out his name.

      Balancing one hand on the rail, she climbed up to the landing. With just the soft ticking of the grandfather clock, it seemed so quiet now in the house.

      Perhaps it was partly due to the rain coming down outside. It had suddenly gotten dark outside and thunder rolled over the house.

      She felt an intense pull, a sudden urge, to turn and go back downstairs.

      The air itself seemed to push her to go back.

      She turned, but before taking the first step down, she froze.

      Piano music drifted from below. A classical tune.

      Then she heard people talking. Men and women talking and laughing.

      If she didn’t know better, she would have thought there was some type of party going on downstairs.

      When she heard footsteps approaching the foyer, she wrapped a hand around the post at the top of the bannister.

      A man, crossing the foyer, stopped at the foot of the stairs and gazed up at her.

      He was a handsome man. About her age, maybe little older. His dark hair brushed his collar and a stray lock fell over the side of his forehead. He was wearing black formal attire with a white shirt and white ascot and he held a glass in one hand.

      His expression was a bit perplexed as hers probably was.

      She jumped and blinked when a flash of lightning shot through the wavy glass quickly followed by a crashing bolt of thunder.

      As the thunder echoed into the distance, she looked back, but the man wasn’t there.
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      Martinique Laurent looked down at the glass in his hand.

      His cousin’s family imported their bourbon from France.

      Perhaps it was a bit stronger than the Virginia liquor he was accustomed to.

      His little sister Julianna’s fingers paused on the piano and there was a lull in the conversation, leaving only the ticking of the grandfather clock.

      He would have sworn on his life that there had been a girl standing on the landing.

      A lovely girl with shoulder-length hair secured with a band and pulled over her left shoulder.

      She was dressed in a most unusual manner.

      Men’s trousers. Tight trousers. In a dark blue.

      And she wore an untucked white button-down shirt. Also man’s attire.

      But he was certain she was a girl.

      He knew feminine curves when he saw them. Besides that, her features were delicate. Her lips red and plump.

      It wasn’t just her manner of dress, though. It was that she was standing there one minute, then she was gone the next.

      Martinique had not blinked. He was certain of that, too.

      He stood there until Julianna started playing the piano again.

      A minute. Maybe two.

      Long enough for the girl to reappear.

      She didn’t, however.

      Martinique’s cousin, Reginald Becquerel, came up behind him.

      “What’s wrong, Martin?” he asked. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      Martinique ran a hand over his face and shook his head. He glanced down at his glass.

      “Just a trick of the light,” he said, with one more glance up the stairs.

      Reginald clapped him on the shoulder.

      “Good,” Reginald said. “Thought for a minute there you were going to take after Uncle Nathaniel.”

      “Let’s hope not,” Martinique said with a little laugh.

      But he glanced back up the stairs one more time.

      She looked so real. So incredibly real, he would have staked everything on it.

      But real girls didn’t just disappear. Not even girls dressed in a man’s clothing.

      “Ready for a cigar?” Reginald asked.

      “Absolutely,” Martinique said, following his cousin and friend out to the veranda.

      Reginald pulled two cigars and a portable tinderbox out of his front jacket pocket.

      They stood at the edge of the veranda looking out over the moonlit lawn while Reginald lit a cigar and handed it to Martinique.

      “Have you come to your senses yet?” Reginald asked.

      “About what?” Martinique took a puff on his cigar. Good Louisiana Territory tobacco.

      “About giving up hopes that that farm up in Virginia will ever amount to anything,” Reginald said, lighting the other cigar for himself.

      Martinique blew out cigar smoke, not bothering to answer. They’d beat this conversation into the ground long ago.

      “And moving here where the land has limitless opportunities,” Reginald added.

      “So you say,” Martinique said, leaning against the nearest wide white column and studying the glowing end of the cigar.

      He looked down the road toward the river and wrinkled his nose. “No promise of wealth is worth living with such putrid air.”

      Reginald laughed.

      “Mark my words,” he said. “Indigo is on the way out. Sugar cane is the future.”

      Martinique shrugged. “Maybe,” he said. “But I prefer my farm.”

      “Suit yourself,” Reginald said. “But you have to admit, we do have the prettiest girls down here.”

      Martinique took a puff of his cigar and contemplated his cousin’s words.

      This was one conversation they hadn’t had.

      And he had to agree with Reginald on this one.

      Girls of the deep south were the prettiest.

      And the prettiest girl he’d ever seen had stood inside the house on the landing.

      In men’s clothes.

      And then disappeared.

      Maybe Uncle Nathaniel wasn’t as mad as people said.
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      Hannah stood on the landing, staring at the empty floor space below.

      Then she realized her cell phone was ringing.

      She recognized the ringtone she’d given her employer. It sounded a bit like an alarm going off.

      Pulling her phone out of her back pocket, she silenced it and decided she needed to change that particular ring tone.

      Somehow it just didn’t sound right, especially not here in this old house. It sounded completely out of place.

      Her phone in one hand, her other hand on the rail, she slowly made her way downstairs. Somehow holding her cell phone gave her comfort.

      Like it was going to protect her from the man she’d just seen. Man. Spirit. Ghost.

      Whatever he was.

      She reached the floor and took a deep breath.

      There was no one here. Just the grandfather clock ticking away. The rain falling outside. The thunder rumbling.

      She turned to go into the parlor and jumped, her feet literally leaving the floor, when the clock began to chime.

      Again.

      She looked up into its face.

      Just before she’d gone up the stairs, it was three o’clock.

      And now the clock was chiming the seven o’clock hour.

      Seven o’clock.

      The clock wasn’t in such good shape after all. It was jumping time.

      She walked into the parlor and sat on the sofa.

      The roll top on the desk was up.

      Hadn’t she closed it back?

      She pressed her hands against her brows.

      Perhaps she wasn’t in any better shape than the grandfather clock.

      She played the message Martha Black had left.

      “Hi Hannah,” she said, her voice bubbly as always. Hannah sighed. “I hope you made it to the house ok. It’s been a while and I haven’t heard from you. Let me know. Thank you.”

      Geez. Martha wasn’t giving her much room to breathe.

      She’d just gotten here and already she was dogging her.

      Hannah closed out the message center and stared at her phone.

      She needed to call Martha back.

      But her hands were still trembling from seeing that man.

      She looked toward the empty foyer.

      After it stopped raining, she had to go outside and get her luggage.

      It might be a bit hard to sleep with worrying about someone being in the house.

      She tapped her phone to light up the screen.

      And froze.

      Three minutes after seven.

      Seven.

      She’d gotten here just before three o’clock.

      She unlocked her phone and checked the settings.

      Surely something was wrong with it.

      But everything looked to be in order.

      She checked her email. It loaded up everything since three o’clock. Three o’clock until seven o’clock.

      Hannah swallowed.

      She had jumped time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 4

          

        

      

    

    
      About an hour later, Martinique stood on his balcony and looked out across the fields of Becquerel Plantation.

      He leaned both hands against the cold iron rail and took a deep breath.

      Sometimes, like now, the indigo didn’t smell. Either that, or he was getting used to the scent of rotting vegetation.

      Martinique was used to the fresh air of the Virginia fields.

      Not the putrid combined scent of the murky Mississippi River water and fermenting vats of indigo.

      Granted, the Becquerels did have a nice place here, but at what cost?

      The plantation took all their time.

      Why, Reginald had told him tonight that the ball they had planned for the end of the month was going to be their first social event in two years.

      Two years.

      Martinique didn’t ask questions. He didn’t want Reginald to get the idea that he was actually interested in moving here and starting his own plantation.

      Martinique came out here every two years with his mother, father, and sister.

      The original plan was for the Becquerels to travel to Virginia the other years. But the Becquerels were much too consumed by their plantation to travel.

      So the cousins only saw each other every two years instead of every year as their fathers originally planned.

      Martinique went back inside the bedroom. He needed to get some sleep.

      The Becquerels got up early. A habit they’d developed to help them get through the hot summers.

      Martinique took off his shoes and sat on the edge of the bed.

      Just before he blew out the candle, he heard something sliding across the floor on the other side of the bed.

      Standing up, he held the candle high to better light the room.

      His trunk was sliding across the room, stopping in front of the door.

      He took a step toward it and saw her.

      She was bent low over the trunk sliding it across the floor.

      “Hello,” he said.

      The girl seemed much smaller now than she had standing on the stairs. For one, she wasn’t standing over him like she had been earlier. And for another, she was barefoot.

      She was still wearing the men’s clothing, but her hair had come loose and fell all around her shoulders.

      She stood up and looked right at him.

      He caught his breath.

      Mon Dieu. She was beautiful.

      Soft southern features. Dark hair falling in loose curls.

      “I don’t think we’ve been properly introduced,” he said.

      She took something out of her back pocket and held it up to her ear.

      She spoke, but made no sound.

      And though she looked right at him, she didn’t seem to actually see him.

      Tilting her head to the side, she squinted, then shook her head and looked down.

      She started pacing toward him. He braced himself. But at the last minute, she turned and walked back the way she’d come. Back toward the door and the trunk she’d slid in front of it.

      She continued to talk. Silently.

      Martinique was not deaf, though he would have thought he’d lost his hearing if he hadn’t clearly heard an owl hooting outside in one of the oak trees.

      He also heard footsteps as someone passed by in the hallway outside his door. Behind the girl.

      Baffled, Martinique decided to take things into his own hands.

      He took a step toward her. Two steps.

      He would get her attention one way or another.

      She moved the thing from her ear and looked right at him.

      Her eyes widened.

      Then she was gone.
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      Using her umbrella against the misting rain, Hannah had brought her luggage in from the car.

      Rain droplets on her dark gray Toyota sedan glinted in the pale evening light. Black clouds gathered in the west. More rain?

      She dragged the suitcase upstairs and closed the door.

      The room she’d chosen had obviously been elegant at one time. It had a large four poster bed in the middle. A large armoire on one side and a dressing table on the other.

      There was no overhead light, so she turned on the little Victorian lamp next to the bed.

      The furniture suggested it had been a lady’s bedroom.

      But lately, it seemed to be used as a storage room. There were several cardboard boxes stacked in one corner.

      She sat on the bed and stared at the door for a few minutes.

      Then she noticed a trunk on the far wall that she hadn’t noticed before. It was faded black with missing metal trim on one corner.

      Though it was silly and she knew it, she slid the trunk over in front of the door.

      There. Standing up, she acknowledged the false sense of safety.

      A trunk in front of the door wouldn’t keep out an intruder, much less a ghost.

      Her phone rang.

      She really needed to change that ring tone.

      It was Martha Black.

      “Did something happen?” Martha asked. “I thought I would have heard from you hours ago.”

      “No,” Hannah said. “I had some trouble with my cell phone.”

      “Oh,” Martha said. “Anyway. Jerry, the caretaker we talked about, is going to be coming by tomorrow. I wanted to give you a heads up, so you’d know.”

      “Tomorrow?” Hanna echoed. She looked across the room. The window was open and she could see the wind blowing in the oak trees outside.

      The sky was darkening. She couldn’t tell if it was just getting dark or if it was about to storm again.

      “Yes,” Martha said. “Said it’s been two weeks since he’s been able to get out there, so he apologizes if anything’s amiss.”

      “No,” Hannah said, putting a palm over her cheek. Two weeks. But…

      Martha interrupted her thoughts. “Is it the way you remembered?” she asked. “I know you said you’d been there as a child.”

      “A little,” Hanna said. “But things do look different than they did from a child’s perspective.”

      A rumble of thunder told her it was about to storm again.

      Martha laughed. “I bet. Well… get settled in. Get some rest.”

      “I will,” Hannah said, watching as an oak tree limb scraped the window.

      As she disconnected the call, she watched as a bolt of lightning flashed, lighting up the room.

      It was him.

      The man she’d seen earlier.

      Standing right here in the bedroom.

      Then as the lightning faded, so did the man.

      Hannah dropped onto the trunk.

      She’d lost it.

      There was no other explanation.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 6

          

        

      

    

    
      Martinique woke early the next morning. He’d worried himself to sleep last night.

      Waking this morning, he convinced himself that the events of last night were all in his head. Just a dream.

      Sitting up, he put his feet on the cold floor.

      And stared at the door.

      The trunk was still there.

      He ran a hand through his hair.

      He’d never heard of any ghosts who moved trunks around. Or anything else for that matter.

      He slid the trunk out of the way, got dressed, and headed down stairs.

      There had to be an explanation. He just needed some time to figure it out.

      Martinique’s memory had served him well.

      The Becquerel family got up before the chickens.

      He wasn’t sure why that stood out to him, since he did the same back in Virginia.

      Reginald was in the dining room, dressed in his riding attire.

      “I waited for you,” Reginald said, turning away from the window and handing a plate to Martinique.

      The sideboard was loaded with scrambled eggs, bacon, biscuits, and a pitcher of fresh orange juice.

      “How did you know I would be up?” Martinique asked, scooping eggs onto his plate.

      “I remembered you people from Virginia like to get up early,” Reginald said, putting three biscuits and a scoop of butter on his own plate.

      “So that’s how you remember it?” Martinique asked, laughing at his cousin and friend.

      “Of course,” Reginald said with a perplexed expression.

      “Say…” Martinique continued. “Do you happen to know where Uncle Nathaniel is?”

      “Right now?” Reginald took his plate piled high with food and sat at the blackened oak table big enough for at least twelve people. “Why do you ask?”

      “He’s been on my mind. And… you know… he’s getting up in age.” Martinique sat down across from his cousin.

      Technically Uncle Nathaniel was Martinique’s great uncle, but an uncle was an uncle, after all.

      “I’m sure he’s at his cottage,” Reginald said, looking a bit bewildered. “What do you need to speak with him about?”

      “Nothing in particular,” he said. “I’d just like to see him.”

      “I understand, of course,” Reginald said. “I’ll send word that we’re stopping by.”

      The rest of their conversation was mundane. His family’s trip down. The weather.

      Allowing Martinique’s thoughts to wander back to the girl.

      He’d seen her twice now.

      Once on the stairs and once in his very bedroom.

      “Who normally sleeps in the bedroom I’m using?” Martinique asked, interrupting Reginald in mid-sentence, talking about the indigo plants.

      Reginald laughed. “You really have an aversion to indigo, don’t you?”

      “No,” Martinique said. “I’m serious. Who’s sleeps there?”

      “No one. It’s the guest room. Reginald got up to refill his glass of orange juice.

      Martinique sat back, leaving his breakfast half finished.

      He was sleeping in the same bedroom he always slept in when his family visited.

      It had never occurred to him to consider who normally slept there.

      But then, he’d never seen the girl before.

      It didn’t matter anyway. It wasn’t a question a man could ask without others thinking he was daft.

      Was that what had happened to Uncle Nathaniel then?

      If Martinique remembered correctly, Uncle Nathaniel had been married briefly. Then something had happened.

      He shook his head.

      He couldn’t remember.

      No one talked much about it.

      Over the years, Uncle Nathaniel had been become reclusive, spending all his time in the cottage. In fact, Martinique had barely even seen him last time they’d visited two years ago.

      The urge to talk with Nathaniel was strong.

      But Martinique didn’t know what he was going to ask.

      He couldn’t just walk in there and talk to the man about seeing a girl dressed in men’s clothing who didn’t exist.
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      Hannah woke, sprawled sideways across the bed.

      She’d barely slept.

      She had lain there for what seemed like hours. Staring at the window where she’d seen the man standing.

      The door was no longer a matter of concern.

      She’d been right there looking toward the window when the man had appeared.

      And when he’d promptly disappeared.

      He’d been wearing dark colored pants and a white shirt.

      Much like she was dressed, except that his pants were loose. Definitely not blue jeans. And his shirt had ruffles at the sleeves.

      Very old fashioned.

      She’d again been struck by how handsome he was.

      And he looked right at her.

      He could be a ghost.

      But he didn’t look very ghostlike.

      At least not how she’d pictured a ghost to look.

      It wasn’t like she’d ever seen one.

      That she knew of.

      By the time the clock had chimed the Midnight hour, she’d questioned everything she knew including whether or not she’d ever seen a ghost.

      The man standing in her room looked like a regular person.

      Except, of course, that his clothes looked old fashioned.

      Other than that, he looked as real as any man did.

      Of course, she’d only seen him for the briefest of moments.

      Perhaps she’d hallucinated the whole thing.

      Unfortunately, psychology wasn’t her area.

      Hannah had just graduated with her master’s degree in tourism and hospitality.

      When the job for hospitality host came across in a mass email to all the students in her master’s program, Hannah had immediately dialed the number and set up an interview with Martha Black.

      Hannah remembered the house. She’d grown up just a few miles from the Becquerel Estate.

      And her mother had taken her there one time. To meet the owner.

      Hannah remembered Vaughn Becquerel clearly. But mostly, she remembered Vaughn’s husband Jonathan.

      Jonathan had been very kind to her. And hadn’t seemed to judge her in the least.

      Sitting up in the bed, she grabbed her phone from the nightstand and, holding her breath, checked the time.

      It seemed to be right. It was showing that it was the next day and that it was seven o’clock in the morning.

      It seemed like it should be seven in the morning. Sunlight was streaming in through the window, hinting of a warm May day in Natchez, Mississippi.

      It was a relief that it wasn’t storming.

      Somehow, the old house seemed scarier during a storm.

      At night.

      Today she had things to do.

      The house had been put into a trust. The board of directors was exploring whether it should be a bed and breakfast or if they should open it up for historic tours.

      They wanted her opinion.

      But either way, she had a job.

      And a home.

      The job of hospitality host came with a room. And a rather large budget to get everything set up and then to run it.

      They were looking to her for a recommendation on which way to go. Bed and breakfast. Or historical tours.

      Hannah toyed with her phone and thought about calling her brother — technically her half-brother — but they were close.

      Her brother, Wyatt, was a psychologist practicing in Houston, Texas. He worked in the locked ward of a mental hospital.

      On second thought, maybe she wouldn’t call him.

      She didn’t need him showing up at her door with a straight jacket.

      Besides, she couldn’t hide in the bed all day.

      Not even at the risk of seeing one of those life-like ghosts.
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      Martinique stepped inside Uncle Nathaniel’s cottage and took a seat on the sofa in front of the fireplace.

      Reginald hadn’t come with him. He claimed he had to check something about the crops, but Martinique had the distinct feeling that coming here made him nervous.

      Uncle Nathaniel had had the plantation house built himself, living in this cottage during that time.

      The cottage was down a little path through a grove of oak trees, their limbs dripping with gray moss. The cottage was shaded by a large oak on either side.

      Martinique had never understood why a man would build a big plantation mansion, then live in a little cottage several yards away on the property.

      Uncle Nathaniel had let his brother and his family move into the big house he’d built.

      And he’d never explained to anyone why.

      But everyone remembered the woman who’d been there for a time.

      Martinique had never met her, of course. It had been many years ago.

      The cottage had a distinctly comfortable feeling to it. In truth, it was far cozier than the main house.

      When Uncle Nathaniel came into the parlor, Martinique stood up to greet him.

      “Martinique,” Uncle Nathaniel said. “It’s a pleasure to see you again.”

      “And you,” Martinique said.

      He instantly liked Uncle Nathaniel. He didn’t see anything odd about him, despite what everyone said.

      Uncle Nathaniel sat on the chair and straightened his sleeves.

      “What brings you to my little cottage?”

      Martinique sat back down and scratched his chin.

      “I was wondering if you’d tell me about Vaughn,” he said.

      “Vaughn?” Uncle Nathaniel was obviously caught off guard. There was something reverent about the say he said Vaughn’s name.

      “Yes,” Martinique said. “I’ve never gotten the chance to hear about her from you. And… well… as I’m sure you know, there’s a certain level of mystique surrounding her.”

      Uncle Nathaniel studied Martinique with a frown about his brows.

      “There’s not much to tell,” he said, then studied Martinique for a moment. “You do know that no one talks to me about her, right?”

      “No,” Martinique said. “I didn’t know that.”

      Uncle Nathaniel smiled a small wistful smile. “It makes people nervous when I talk about her.”

      “I don’t feel nervous,” Martinique said.

      “All right,” Uncle Nathaniel said with a little nod. “What would you like to know?”

      Martinique hadn’t thought this far ahead. He honestly hadn’t expected Uncle Nathaniel to talk with him about her.

      “Where did you meet her?” he asked.

      Uncle Nathaniel ran a hand over his face.

      “Would you like some coffee?” he asked.

      “Certainly,” Martinique said.

      “I’ll be right back.” Uncle Nathaniel left the room.

      Martinique went to the window and looked outside. Looking past the oak trees, he could just see the top of the plantation house from here.

      He’d lost his chance. Uncle Nathaniel wasn’t coming back and now Martinique would be on his own with mysterious girl. Uncle Nathaniel was the only person he had any chance at all of talking with about her.

      But much to his surprise, Uncle Nathaniel came back minutes later with a tray.

      He poured coffee into two cups and held one out to Martinique.

      “I was out riding,” Uncle Nathaniel said, staring into his cup. “It was beautiful day.”

      Martinique had a sudden chill go down his spine. He sipped the warm coffee, but it did nothing to ward off the chill.

      Uncle Nathaniel tapped his cup.

      “She was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.”

      “So…” Martinique said slowly. “she was out riding, too?”

      Uncle Nathaniel was shaking his head.

      “She was just there,” he said. And she was soaking wet.” He looked into Martinique’s eyes. “And it was a beautiful sunny day.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 9

          

        

      

    

    
      Hannah spent her morning walking around with a clipboard making a list. She went room by room.

      There were six bedrooms upstairs. Downstairs, there were two parlors, a study, a music room, a dining room, and a kitchen. But this morning, she focused on the bedrooms.

      Bathrooms had been added in, making many of the rooms smaller.

      The rooms still had furniture in them, though it wouldn’t hurt to get some new mattresses.

      The room she’d claimed as hers had a decent mattress, so five mattresses.

      That meant there were five bedrooms available for a bed and breakfast.

      If they went with tours, she could set up at least one or two of the rooms with period furniture.

      But one thing she could tell was the house had been lived in. Lived in and loved. As time went by, things had been updated. Bathrooms added. Electrical outlets added.

      Furniture had been replaced.

      The house had definitely been a home. Changed and adapted over the years.

      As she went room by room, she’d finally gotten over being jumpy about seeing a ghost.

      She got caught up in imagining the house as a bed and breakfast.

      With five bedrooms, it could be quite profitable.

      When the grandfather clock chimed eleven times, she remembered that she had a meeting with Jerry in about two hours.

      That gave her just enough time to get some lunch and make a quick run through downstairs.

      In the morning, she’d start going room by room downstairs and take a good inventory. Downstairs was going to take longer.

      As she went down the stairs, she stopped on the landing and looked out the window.

      There was a field of plants below stretching as far as the eye could see. Indigo plants, perhaps? The flowers were a deep purple color.

      There shouldn’t be any plants here. Had she missed them yesterday when she’d driven in? It had been raining, so it was quite possible.

      She shook her head and continued downstairs. She held her breath as she stepped onto the floor in the foyer.

      She paused at the ticking grandfather clock.

      She went back into the kitchen and made herself a cheese sandwich. Martha Black had been kind enough to stock the refrigerator ahead of time.

      She sat at the little kitchen table and put a note on her paper to thank her for doing that.

      It saved Hannah a trip into town.

      After lunch, she went back into the parlor to wait for Jerry.

      But she didn’t have long to wait. He was early.

      She watched Jerry get out of his new pickup truck and walk up to the door.

      “It’s nice to finally meet you,” she said, holding the door open as he stepped inside.

      Jerry was a lanky fellow. Middle-aged. A pleasant looking man. He was wearing blue jeans and a loose-fitting gray t-shirt.

      “Yes, you too,” he said, but his gaze was drawn to the clock.

      “I see the clock is ticking,” he said, with a bemused expression.

      Hannah looked at Jerry. “I assumed you wound it the last time you were here.”

      “It has to be wound every day,” he said. “And I have the only key.”
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      Martinique left Uncle Nathaniel’s house feeling more perplexed than he had been before they visited.

      It was unfortunate that he’d waited so long to talk with his uncle.

      Uncle Nathaniel presented as fragile and in something of a daze. Surely he wasn’t always like that.

      Martinique walked along the path that led back to the house. A gust of wind hinting at cooler weather gusted through the trees, blowing the gray hanging moss.

      A flock of birds flew out of the trees as he walked past.

      The wind must have been blowing in a favorable direction since he couldn’t smell anything hinting of the indigo vats or the Mississippi River. Instead, the air smelled fresh and clean.

      If it was always like this, Martinique would have no problem living here. In fact, it was quite pleasant.

      Uncle Nathaniel hadn’t told him anything else about Vaughn.

      He’d excused himself and left Martinique sitting there.

      Martinique had given him about fifteen minutes to return, then decided that he must not be coming back this time.

      It was most unusual.

      But in Martinique’s opinion, his uncle was struggling. Perhaps against an aging mind.

      His living there alone could not be helping his condition.

      He debated whether or not to tell his cousin, but it didn’t seem right to betray Uncle Nathaniel’s privacy.

      There was already some conflict between the two sides of the family — between Uncle Nathaniel and Martinique’s grandfather Jameson—the Becquerel side of the family.

      Fortunately, that conflict hadn’t affected the younger generation.

      It probably helped that Martinique’s family lived in Virginia near his father’s people.

      Reaching the back of the house, he stopped and looked up toward the second floor. Toward his room.

      The window was open, the white curtains fluttering in the breeze.

      The house was quiet this morning. Last night’s festivities no more than a distant memory.

      He should go inside. Check on his sister and mother. Their mother hadn’t taken the trip down here very well.

      In fact, last night, she’d gone to bed early, just after supper. Claiming fatigue from the trip.

      His parents were older, nearly forty, and travel was becoming more and more difficult. Martinique wondered how many more trips they’d be able to make.

      A movement in the upstairs window caught his attention.

      There. Standing in his bedroom window.

      It was her.

      The girl he’d seen standing in his room last night. The one who’d moved his trunk. He’d had to move it back this morning, so he had no doubt whatsoever that she had been there and actually moved it.

      He watched, waiting for her to disappear.

      But this time she didn’t.

      She fisted the curtains in her right hand and looked down at him.

      Her hair, tousled in the breeze, whipped across her face and she swept it away with her other hand.

      He smiled at her and she blinked.

      Martinique had never seen a ghost, but by all accounts, ghosts didn’t have hair that fluttered in the breeze or thick lashes that blinked at a smile.

      Martinique was fairly certain about one thing.

      The girl was not a ghost.
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      Jerry went up to the attic to move some things downstairs.

      One thing about Jerry, he made a lot of noise.

      Hannah went into her bedroom and opened up her iPad to look up the history of indigo plants, but Jerry was making so much noise stomping around upstairs and moving things around, that she gave up after a few minutes.

      The large French window was open.

      But she didn’t remember opening it.

      Airy white curtains fluttered in the breeze.

      She went to the window and gazed out over the fields.

      Indigo fields. Fields of deep purple indigo flowers.

      The same flowers she’d seen that morning from the landing.

      She rubbed her eyes. No one was living here. And this wasn’t a working plantation.

      She needed to talk to Martha about it.

      Perhaps someone else had planted the land.

      Or maybe it was part of the whole working plantation thing.

      It was still rather odd. From what she remembered of history, indigo as a crop had been replaced by sugar cane, then by cotton. Centuries ago.

      A movement below caught her attention.

      She shoved the white curtains aside.

      It was him.

      It was the man she’d seen standing in her room last night.

      He looked just as real as he had standing on the stairs and standing in her room.

      She blinked rapidly, waiting for him to disappear.

      The breeze ruffled his hair.

      Then he smiled at her.

      Hannah fisted her hands in the curtains to steady herself.

      She blinked again.

      He was dressed the same old-fashioned way he had been last night. But other than that, he looked like a regular guy.

      A regular very handsome guy.

      If she hadn’t seen him last night standing in her room, then disappearing, she wouldn’t have thought much of him being here.

      A neighbor maybe.

      Or maybe someone who worked here.

      Maybe Martha had forgotten to mention him.

      That was it, she decided.

      Martha had just forgotten to mention him.

      She smiled back.

      The man’s eyes widened as though he hadn’t expected her to react.

      Like he’d seen a ghost.

      Maybe she’d imagined seeing him standing in her room.

      She was in a strange place. It had been storming outside and it had been late.

      Hannah had a healthy imagination.

      That was it.

      It had to be it.
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      It was time to figure this thing out once and for all.

      Martinique tugged his gaze from the girl and headed inside.

      As he passed, Julianna ran out of the library and grabbed his arm.

      “There you are,” she said. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

      Julianna was what everyone called a bubbly child. She wasn’t like most sixteen-year olds. She wasn’t a bit distant or morose.

      She was quite happy. All the time.

      Personally, Martinique thought she was a little spoiled.

      She was six years younger than Martinique. His parents had given up on having a second child when Julianna came along.

      And Father doted on her.

      If Martinique hadn’t felt the same way about his sister, he would have felt cheated out of his father’s favoritism. But Julianna was a girl everyone loved.

      Martinique looked down the hallway, then sighed and gave his sister his attention.

      “Good morning,” he said. “What’s happened?”

      “Madeline is going into town today to get cloth for a dress,” she said. “For Saturday’s ball. Mother says I can go if you’ll take us.”

      “All right,” Martinique said. “I just need to go up to my room for a minute.”

      “Wait,” she said, grabbing his hand and tugging him into the library.

      “Look at what Madeline did,” she said.

      Madeline, Reginald’s little sister sat at a little drawing desk, a pencil in her hand.

      Unlike Julianna, Madeline was already distant and sullen. And she was just fifteen-years-old.

      Julianna picked up a sketch of herself and held it up to Martinique.

      It was really quite good and he told Madeline so.

      “Thank you,” she said, primly, sitting up straight in the chair. Martinique wondered if Madeline had ever really been allowed to be a child.

      “Maybe she can draw you,” Julianna said. “We can give them to Mother as a surprise.”

      “Yes,” Martinique said. “That sounds like a grand idea.”

      He set the sketch down. “Now,” he said. “If we’re going into town, I need to run upstairs first.”

      He left the girls and headed down the hallway to the foyer.

      The grandfather clock chimed ten times.

      It was a fine clock. Uncle Nathaniel had sent for it from France where it had been hand made.

      That was one of the advantages, such as they were, to putting up with the smelly indigo vats.

      He dashed up the stairs and headed down the hallway to his room.

      He stopped at the door and steadied himself.

      He didn’t know what he’d find on the other side of the door.

      The girl may be there.

      Or she might not.

      He was afraid she would be there.

      And he was afraid she wouldn’t.

      If she was there, Martinique might have to admit that he took after Uncle Nathaniel. A man going mad. Seeing a girl who was there, but out of place.

      Like Vaughn who’d just appeared, soaking wet on a beautiful sunny day.

      But if she wasn’t there, then he had a whole different set of issues to worry about.

      He was seeing people who weren’t there.

      And even more importantly, he would be disappointed.

      He wanted her to be there.
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      Hannah turned away from the window, her hands shaking.

      The man was coming inside.

      She turned around and stood facing the door expecting the man to walk through the door at any second.

      The seconds ticked past. Five... Ten…

      She crossed her arms and her gaze strayed from the door.

      The trunk was still there. She scrunched her brows. It looked… newer. Must be a trick of the light.

      Still… she maintained that the color was black, not faded black, and there was no missing trim.

      But that wasn’t the only thing.

      The quilt on the bed was a light blue. She could have sworn it was a darker gray.

      She looked back toward the door.

      She was being silly.

      The man wouldn’t be coming up to her room anyway.

      She shook her head.

      And turned around.

      She’d left her iPad on the chair.

      But it wasn’t there.

      In fact… she looked around… none of her things were here.

      Her suitcase wasn’t next to the armoire.

      Her cell phone wasn’t on the nightstand.

      She’d left her hairbrush and make-up bag on the dresser.

      They weren’t there.

      A vase of white daisies was there in their place.

      And next to the vase of daisies was a silver pocket watch.

      A pocket watch?

      She picked up the watch and opened it. It was steadily ticking off the seconds.

      She set the watch back down with trembling fingers.

      The wrong room.

      She was in the wrong room.

      Somehow she’d stepped into the wrong room.

      But…

      She’d just been using her iPad.

      She took a deep breath.

      For whatever reason, something was off.

      She opened the door and stepped into the hallway.

      It was pleasantly cool in the hallway and it smelled fresh… like… lemons.

      Not dusty like it had earlier.

      She needed to find Jerry.

      If anyone knew what was going on, it would be Jerry.

      She reached the door that led to the attic stairs and turned the knob.

      It was cold in her hand.

      She went up the stairs and stepped into the attic.

      Sunlight streamed in through the window.

      She looked around. It was nothing like she expected.

      No boxes. In fact…

      She squinted against the sunlight.

      Not only was there was no sign of Jerry, but…

      This was a bedroom.

      There were prom dresses tossed all over the four-poster bed. Long full-skirted prom dresses in bright blue. Yellow. And maroon.

      She had the distinct feeling that she was intruding upon someone’s space.

      She turned to leave.

      And came face to face with two young ladies.

      Both wearing long prom dresses. One in lavender and one in a light brown.

      They froze and stared at her.

      And he stood right behind them.
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      Martinique stood just inside the attic door, behind his sister and his cousin.

      Julianna had asked him to come upstairs where she was sharing a room with Madeline. Something about moving her trunk.

      They’d caught him in the hallway, before he’d had a chance to even go in his room.

      Of course, he couldn’t in good conscience tell them no, so he’d followed the girls through the attic door.

      They’d all gone upstairs quietly.

      Even Julianna was affected by Madeline’s sullen countenance.

      Then they’d stopped, both of them, and stood completely still.

      Martinique looked past them to see what could have their attention.

      It was her.

      The girl he’d seen standing in his room.

      “Madeline?” Julianna whispered to her cousin.

      “Is she with you?” Madeline asked, her voice low, too.

      “No,” Julianna said. “I—”

      “There you are,” Martinique said quickly, stepping past the girls. “You must have gone the wrong way.”

      He held out his hand toward the girl.

      Time seemed to stand still as he waited for her to put her hand in his.

      Is she could put her hand in his.

      If she was a ghost… which she could be, even though the girls saw her too. Anyone could see a ghost, of course.

      But it also meant he wasn’t the only one who could see her. Which meant he hadn’t completely lost his mind.

      He looked into her eyes, silently pleading with her to put her hand in his.

      She was even more beautiful up close than she had been from a distance. She had the most beautiful green eyes he’d ever seen. Eyes frames by thick dark lashes.

      She looked at him as though she wasn’t quite sure that he was real. Her brow was furrowed and her full pink lips parted.

      He wanted her to be real.

      And if she was real, she needed to be extricated from this situation.

      He had a feeling that Madeline was not happy to have a stranger in her bedroom.

      This could be a serious problem for this girl who may or may not be a ghost.

      Then she put her hand in his.

      All manner of thoughts and emotions collided in his head, leaving him feeling a bit dizzy.

      She was real.

      And her hand was so soft.

      It fit perfectly in his.

      Could one hold hands with a ghost?

      Mon Dieu.

      He’d no more decided she was real, than he looked for reasons to validate his thought that she might be a ghost.

      He shook off his doubts.

      “My dear,” he said. “I’m afraid you’ve gotten lost. Allow me to show you to your room.”

      Even as he said the words, he had no idea where he was taking her.

      If she would even go with him.

      But she did.

      She looked a bit… dazed.

      She went with him though.

      She put her hand in his and allowed him to lead her from the room.

      His sister and cousin stepped aside and looked at her as though she was the strangest thing they’d ever seen.

      She barely seemed to look at them.

      Instead, she kept her gaze on him as he led her from the attic.
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      Hannah allowed the man to lead her down the attic stairs to her bedroom door.

      At least what she thought was her bedroom door.

      She wasn’t sure about much of anything right now.

      His hand felt real.

      Quite real, in fact.

      He held her hand firmly, yet gently.

      And the man was even more handsome up close than he had been from a distance.

      He had the bluest eyes she’d ever seen.

      His skin was clear with a light healthy tan and he had a kind smile.

      His spoke gently to her, as though he was afraid he would startle her.

      He paused at the bedroom door.

      Then squared his shoulders and, after releasing her hand, turned the knob and shoved it open for her to go inside before him.

      She stepped through the door into the same room that she’d left minutes before. The same room that she thought was hers, yet her things weren’t there.

      They still weren’t there.

      He closed the door behind him and leaned against it.

      “Hello,” he said. “My name is Martinique Laurent.” He spoke slowly as though he wasn’t sure she would understand him.

      She smiled a little.

      She probably seemed a little daft.

      “I’m Hannah Sinclair,” she said, holding out her hand.

      He looked curiously at her hand, then took it gently in his, bent his head, and brushed his lips over the back of her fingertips.

      It occurred to Hannah then that he must be playing a role of some kind, though for the life of her, she couldn’t imagine what that role might be.

      She really needed to call Martha.

      If only she could find her cell phone.

      “Do you live here?” he asked.

      Martinique had an interesting accent.

      Only a slight tinge of southern, but quite formal. More eastern than anything else.

      Did she? Live here?

      “Yes,” she said. She did live here, technically. At least for as long as she had this job. “I work here.”

      He nodded as though things suddenly made sense to him.

      “Of course,” he said. “What is your position?”

      “I’m the hospitality hostess.”

      He frowned. “Of course.”

      A lot of people didn’t know what a hospitality hostess was.

      A lot of people confused her title with the person at a restaurant who seated people.

      Of course this wasn’t a restaurant, but still, he looked quite confused.

      She decided to let it slide. It wasn’t really the most important thing right now.

      “I don’t think this is my room,” she said. “My things aren’t here.”

      “Well,” he said, keeping his gaze on her. “Do you know where your room is?”

      She shook her head. “I only arrived yesterday.”

      “I only arrived yesterday, too,” he said.

      That was unexpected.

      Somehow they’d both arrived here at the house at the same time.

      That could explain some of the confusion.

      “I’m a guest here,” he added. “This is my cousin’s home. His family’s home, to be exact.”

      “Oh.” She wrapped her fingers around one of the bed posts. “What is your cousin’s name?”

      “Reginald Becquerel.”

      “Becquerel.” She nodded. The house had belonged to the Becquerels forever. She didn’t know Reginald, but she didn’t know the whole family.

      That was part of her task. To learn more about the history of the house.

      “You know him then?” he asked.

      A little slice of panic slid through Hannah.

      She did not know Reginald.

      Or anyone here. Other than Jerry.

      But Jerry had gone quiet.

      She shook her head.

      “I don’t know anyone,” she said. “except for Martha and Jerry.”

      “Martha and Jerry…” He pushed off the door and came to stand closer to her. “I don’t know them.”

      This was quite unusual.

      They were in the same house at the same time and didn’t know any of the same people here.

      “You don’t know Martha?” she asked. “Martha Black?”

      A tendril of alarm shot through her. If he didn’t know Martha, then… perhaps he wasn’t supposed to be here.

      Was he some kind of intruder?

      She felt faint.

      Clutching the bedpost, she swayed.
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      Martinique knew when a woman was about to faint when he saw one.

      He’d certainly seen his share.

      He was at Hannah’s side in an instant.

      In fact, he was pretty sure that he knew she was going to faint before she did.

      She fell gracefully into his arms.

      She was a small girl. Light as a feather.

      It was certainly easier to catch a fainting girl wearing pants than it was a girl wearing a dress with hoop skirts.

      He gathered her in his arms and carried her to the chair where he settled her on his lap as he would his sister.

      Hannah smelled like a flower garden. An elegant flower garden.

      Oh, but she was not his sister and he was quickly aware of that.

      This young lady had curves. Curves that had only been hinted at beneath her men’s garb.

      Her eyes closed, she rested her cheek against his chest.

      Why would a young lady dress herself like a man? He could think of many reasons why a lady would try to pass herself off as a male; however, it seemed as though she would also try to disguise her hair.

      Hannah had not bothered to so much as pull her hair back. Instead, she let it fall over her shoulders.

      Perhaps the pants allowed her to work more freely.

      He’d often wondered how women did much of anything while wearing dresses, much less dresses with hoop skirts.

      Perhaps this girl was a practical sort.

      Martinique had a gut feeling that his cousins didn’t know she was here.

      His cousin, Madeline, didn’t recognize her.

      The Becquerels only had a handful of servants. Indentured servants, of course.

      But with so few servants, even a distant, morose girl like Madeline would know them all. Maybe even especially so.

      So…. who exactly was this girl?

      If she was here uninvited, Martinique had to help her.

      He couldn’t allow such a fetching, helpless young lady to be tossed out of the house.

      She wouldn’t make it any time before she’d be set upon by men with evil intentions.

      But how, exactly, would he pull this off?

      The Becquerels would know that she didn’t belong here.

      And his family would know that she hadn’t come with them.

      The Laurents had three indentured servants, but they worked outside. On the farm.

      Martinique’s father had taken them on as a favor to an elderly neighbor. It was a long story, but the three men were like part of the family and would probably stay on as paid laborers after their contract was up.

      Perhaps that was the answer.

      It was also possible that Hannah could be a runaway.

      Sometimes female indentured servants weren’t treated with the respect they deserved.

      If Hannah had been mistreated, perhaps she’d run away.

      Good for her.

      Martinique could find out the details when she woke.

      Pay off what was owed of her covenant and set her free.

      Or… if she had no place to go, she could work for his family.

      He liked that idea.

      The idea of setting her free and letting her go didn’t seem like such a good idea.

      That put her back to the problem of falling prey to trouble.

      He cradled her close and felt her breathing change as she regained consciousness.

      He had no choice, really.

      He had to keep her.

      Now all he had to do was figure out how to explain her to his family.
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      Hannah woke slowly, feeling a bit lightheaded.

      She’d never fainted in her life.

      Yet, she knew that she had.

      She also knew that she was cradled in Martinique’s lap.

      It was a most unusual predicament.

      One that, oddly enough, she was reluctant to leave.

      So she kept her eyes closed and tried to figure out what was happening.

      Why she couldn’t seem to get her bearings.

      She was here at Becquerel Plantation in what seemed more and like a strange house.

      With strange people.

      The only man that was supposed to be here — Jerry — was nowhere to be found.

      Yet there were other people here.

      There was not only Martinique, a man who kept appearing and disappearing.

      Though she now knew that he was certainly real.

      She knew a real man when she sat on his lap.

      And besides, there were two other girls.

      Girls she’d never seen before.

      Both dressed in old-fashioned dresses.

      They fit well with Martinique’s style of dress.

      That brought her full circle to the idea that there was some sort of living history thing going on.

      Though what it could be, she couldn’t imagine.

      She’d been sent here by the Becquerel estate to try and figure out what would be best to do with the house.

      And as far as she knew, there were only a handful of Becquerel heirs left.

      But even that didn’t matter because Vaughn had put the house in a trust.

      She wanted to preserve the house.

      To maintain it. To keep the historical value.

      Both a bed and breakfast and historical tours were within the spirit of that request.

      Both allowed the house to have value to others.

      That’s what Vaughn wanted.

      She wanted the house to remain.

      She didn’t want it to fall apart or to be torn down.

      The house was old. Nearly three hundred years old.

      It would be a shame to tear down something that old. Or to let it decay.

      Hannah was the right person for the job.

      She’d known that since she was eight years old, though she hadn’t known then that that fateful day she’d met Vaughn and Jonathan Becquerel would somehow lead her to this place and time.

      “Are you alright?” Martinique asked, smoothing a hand over the back of her head.

      She nodded. “I think so.”

      Yet she didn’t know why she had fainted in the first place.

      Perhaps it was due to feeling out of place. And perhaps out of time.

      There were so many odd things.

      The clock that shouldn’t have been ticking.

      The man — this man — who kept appearing and disappearing.

      The girls wearing strange dresses.

      The room in the attic. She was certain Jerry had told her he needed to bring boxes down from the attic.

      Yet she hadn’t seen him since he went up there.

      And where was her iPad? Her phone? Her things?

      It was then that she remembered what had caused her faint to begin with.

      She’d thought that perhaps Martinique was an intruder.

      Well, she sighed. If he was an intruder, she was doing a good job of keeping him at bay.

      She made a sound. She didn’t even know if it was a laugh or a hiccup.

      “Are you sure you’re alright?” he asked.

      She shook her head against his chest and fisted her hands in his shirt.

      “No,” she said. “I’m not so sure right now.”

      He held her close. “Take all the time you need to steady yourself,” he said. “I don’t have anywhere I need to be.”

      Hannah did. Hannah had someplace she needed to be.

      Jerry was going to be looking for her.

      And Martha.

      Martha would be calling her any minute now.

      Martha could call all she wanted.

      Hannah had no idea where her cell phone was.

      Right now all she knew was that she was quite content here in Martinique’s lap.

      Not exactly the professional start to her new job that she’d imagined.
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      The clock chimed ten times, resonating through the house. When it stopped, the chimes seemed to linger, echoing through the quietness.

      The breeze was cool coming in through the window, fluttering the white curtains.

      When Martinique had settled Hannah in his lap, he’d only been thinking of protecting her.

      To keep her from falling, first, and second, to cradle her until she regained consciousness.

      Now, however, that she was awake, her hands clutching his shirt, his thoughts strayed to other things.

      Mon Dieu.

      He was no better than the men he aimed to keep her away from.

      The thought sent his thoughts back in a more respectable direction.

      Right now, he was jeopardizing her reputation by being alone with her in his bedroom.

      His sister and cousin knew that she was here.

      It wasn’t such a problem that his sister knew. Julianna tended to put a positive spin on everything.

      Madeline, however, would not be so inclined. Madeline would knowingly squint her eyes at him and no telling what she would tell her brother or even worse, her father.

      He needed to figure out how he was going to pull this off and he needed to do it fast.

      Perhaps it would help if he knew more about her.

      “Where are you from?” he asked, looking down at her, then cleared his throat.

      He wanted to kiss her soft cheek.

      She was right there. It almost seemed as though she was clinging to him.

      It was his imagination, of course.

      “I’m from here,” she said, her breath warm against his skin through his shirt.

      He reined in his thoughts. “Here. You mean here at the plantation?”

      “Well,” she said. “actually a few minutes from here. Not the plantation.”

      A neighboring plantation, perhaps, or even a farm.

      “But you escaped,” he said.

      She laughed softly. “I didn’t do a very good job of that,” she said, “since I’m right back where I started.”

      She seemed to be talking nonsense. She was from here, but she wasn’t. She escaped, but she didn’t.

      He decided to try to a different tactic.

      “What do you plan to do?” he asked, snuggling her closer against him, despite his better judgement.

      She hesitated. “Stay here. And work.”

      “Does anyone know you’re here?”

      “Just Martha and Jerry.”

      Back to Martha and Jerry.

      “Who is Martha?” he asked, sweeping the hair away from her cheek.

      “My employer. She’s in charge of the trust.”

      Again. She was talking nonsense.

      Perhaps Reginald knew who this Martha was. He’d have to surreptitiously ask his cousin.

      “And Jerry? Who is he?”

      She took a deep breath and loosened her hold on his shirt and he felt her start to pull back. But he held her tightly, not ready to let her go just yet.

      “Jerry works here. He’s the caretaker.”

      “Alright,” Martinique said.

      It was obvious that the girl was disoriented. He needed to give her time to get her bearings.

      Perhaps not push her quite so much.

      He would give her some breathing room.

      But he needed to keep her here in the safety of his bedroom.

      His sister knocked on the door and called out to him.

      Martinique froze, staring toward the door.

      “Are you ready to go?” Julianna asked, opening the door.
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      Hannah felt Martinique’s tension as the door opened and one of the girls stuck her head in the door.

      This could not be good.

      So much for her reputation.

      She’d probably be fired.

      “Oh,” the girl said, her hand still on the doorknob. “I thought…”

      She felt Martinique take a deep breath and let it out slowly.

      “Are you all right to sit up?” he asked softly.

      “Yes,” she whispered, moving to stand.

      She tugged her shirt down and felt a flush sweep over her face.

      Moving away from Martinique, she went to stand in front of the window and steady herself.

      She would pack her things…

      If she could find them.

      Martinique seemed like a kind man and Hannah didn’t think he would tell anyone that she’d unprofessionally sat on his lap.

      He was the one who’d caught her and placed her there in his lap, after all.

      She really hadn’t done anything wrong.

      Except perhaps to be reluctant about standing up.

      But she’d fainted, for God’s sake. Surely she deserved a little slack for that.

      She sighed.

      Even if Martinique didn’t tell Martha about her fainting and sitting in his lap, the girl would do so.

      “I’ll be right out,” Martinique told the girl.

      The door closed and Martinique came to stand next to her.

      “I apologize for my sister,” he said.

      Hannah turned and met his gaze.

      Martinique’s eyes were mesmerizingly blue.

      “No need to apologize,” she said, forcing her gaze away from his and attempting to steady her spiraling thoughts.

      “We have to figure out what to do with you,” he said, seemingly more to himself than to her.

      “To do with me?” she asked with a touch of indignance.

      “Yes,” he said. “I’m trying to figure out how to protect your reputation while keeping you safe.”

      “I see,” she said, her unfounded indignation fading. “I am worried about my reputation.”

      And she was impressed that he, too, was thinking of her reputation.

      “What do you mean by keep me safe?” she asked.

      A squirrel darted up the oak tree outside the window and another squirrel followed right behind. A sure sign of spring.

      He shook his head and mumbled something she couldn’t make out.

      “Do you work here?” she asked.

      If he worked here, he needed to worry about his reputation. Of course, it was easier for a man.

      People didn’t seem to judge them so quickly or so harshly.

      “Work?” he asked, perplexed. “No.”

      “Then why are you here?” She looked into his unfathomable blue eyes.

      “I’m visiting,” he said without hesitation.

      “Oh,” she said. “I see.” But she didn’t see.

      As for what Martha Black had told her, there would be no one else in the house. Just Jerry coming in when she needed help with something or something needed fixed.

      Perhaps Martha hadn’t told her everything. She was beginning to think that Martha hadn’t been forthcoming with information at all.

      “Do you see my dilemma?” he asked.

      She nodded. Then shook her head.

      “Not really.”

      He smiled.

      “It’s all right,” he said.

      Hannah was more than a little perplexed. Martinique was terribly handsome.

      But he was also more than a little bit strange.
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      Martinique left Hannah and headed downstairs to the dining room following the scent of grilled chicken.

      The girls were already having lunch and they’d be ready to leave as soon as they were finished eating.

      He heard his sister’s laughter and the more serious voice of his mother.

      It was a relief that his mother was up and about after an evening of rest.

      He crossed his fingers and hoped to high heavens that his sister hadn’t mentioned anything about Hannah.

      Martinique didn’t have an explanation ready and if forced to talk about the girl right now, he would muddle through and Hannah could end up tossed out of the house.

      His sister was rushing him to leave for town.

      But first he needed to get something for Hannah to eat.

      He’d convinced her to stay in his room.

      Though he could tell she was completely perplexed by his request, she agreed.

      When he stepped into the kitchen, his sister looked at him, an eyebrow lifted.

      Thank goodness his sister had discretion.

      He already knew before he stepped into the dining room that she hadn’t said anything. If she had, the conversation would have sounded a whole lot different and he would have been greeted a whole lot differently.

      His mother glanced up, nodded in greeting, and went back to spreading butter on slices of bread.

      No. His mother did not know that he was harboring a female indentured servant in his bedroom.

      Madeline was informing the other two women that she was not, without a doubt, going to marry a farmer.

      Martinique smiled to himself and bit into a slice of bread. He couldn’t wait until Madeline grew up and found out that she wouldn’t be able to choose the man she fell in love with.

      And she probably wouldn’t even be able to choose the man she married. That depended upon her father. There was a strong chance that her father would choose the man she married.

      Martinique put two slices of buttered bread on a plate.

      Pretended to be interested in what the girls were talking about.

      He added a chunk of cheese and covered it all with a white cloth napkin.

      Then turned his back to them and faced the sideboard. After setting the plate down, he filled a glass with water.

      Then as the girls were distracting themselves talking about things to do in the cities versus the country, he turned and slipped unnoticed from the dining room.

      The grandfather clock chimed twelve times as he walked past and went upstairs.

      As he opened the bedroom door, his hands shook. There was a strong possibility that she was no longer there.

      He stepped inside his bedroom door and his heart rate skipped a beat. He didn’t see her.

      Mon Dieu. It was just his luck to fall for a ghost.

      But she—

      Hannah stepped out from behind the armoire.

      Martinique bobbled the plate of bread and cheese.

      “What are you doing back there?” he asked.

      She shrugged and blinked prettily.

      “You told me I should stay out of sight,” she said. “That it wasn’t safe for anyone to see me.”

      “Yes,” he said, setting the plate on the trunk. “I just didn’t expect you to be so good at it.”

      She laughed.

      He straightened and looked at her. Just looked at her.

      No matter what anyone said.

      Hannah was not a ghost.

      She was an adorable young lady.
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      Hannah sat on the trunk and ate a slice of buttered bread and some cheese as Martinique paced the room.

      He ate his cheese and bread as he paced.

      It was an unusual lunch, but quite good.

      Not only was the food a bit unconventional, but it was a little odd that Martinique was pacing while he ate.

      “We have to think of something,” he said, pausing in front of the window.

      The sun streamed in through the open window, past the little white curtains.

      “I need to find my cell,” she said.

      He turned and looked at her as though she’d asked for a pink elephant.

      “Your cell?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she said, biting into the exceptionally fresh and creamy cheese.

      He turned and looked back toward the window.

      “You came by the river?” he asked over his shoulder.

      “What?” she asked. “No.” Sometimes he made no sense.

      “Hmm. What color is your cell?”

      She set down her plate and wiped her fingers on her napkin.

      “What color is it?” she asked. “I don’t know. It’s a phone.”

      He turned and scanned the room, his gaze stopping on hers.

      “I haven’t seen any brown cells,” he said. “If you didn’t come by the water, why do you need a cell?”

      She put a hand over her mouth to stop the bubble of laughter. He seriously thought she was talking about a sail. Like for a boat.

      “Not a sail,” she said. “a phone.”

      He shook his head. “A deer?”

      Now they were both looking at each other as though they’d gone insane.

      “I think we have miscommunication,” he said. “How important is it that you find this leather sail?”

      “If I don’t find it, I can get it replaced in Natchez.”

      He nodded slowly.

      “All right,” he said. “I have to take my sister into Natchez later today. I can see if the General Store has any kind of sail.”

      She nodded, trying to keep a straight face.

      “That’s very kind,” she said. “But I’ll take care of it later. I think you’d have to have my information.”

      “Your papers?” he asked, his face brightening.

      “I suppose,” she said, standing up.

      “Are your papers with your sail?”

      She’d last seen her purse on the chair and her phone on the nightstand. Maybe. But, though it wasn’t likely, her phone could have been in her purse. Normally she kept it in her hands or in her pocket. But she’d set it aside to charge it.

      “Yes,” she said. “Maybe.”

      She walked to the nightstand and looked behind it. Then she looked around the room. There were no visible electrical outlets in the room.

      “I still think I’m in the wrong room,” she said, unable to hide the panic that tinged her voice.

      “I agree,” he said. “But I still maintain that it’s best if you stay here.”

      It occurred to her that he was trying to keep her prisoner for some reason.

      Ted Bundy came to mind. He was charming and lured the ladies with his boyish charm.

      If Martinique was dangerous, she might do well to play along until she could escape.

      “Ok,” she said. “I’ll stay here.”

      Instead of answering, he turned back to the window.

      “How long do you think I’ll have stay in here?” she asked, going to stand next to him.

      “Until I think of something,” he said. He turned and looked at her.

      He was a full head taller than she was.

      And as he looked at her with those bright, clear blue eyes, she understood a little bit better what Ted Bundy’s victims might have experienced.

      This man was charming and made her believe that he had her best interests at heart.

      “When are you leaving?” she asked.

      What sounded like the rumble of a wagon drifted from below.

      She stepped forward and looked outside.

      A carriage.

      It really was a carriage.

      “I think we’re about to leave now,” he said.

      She nodded as though she completely understood.

      “I’ll see you upon my return,” he said.

      Then as though on second thought, he took her hand and kissed the back of her fingers as he’d done before.

      And like before, the feel of his lips against her skin, sent her thoughts scattering along with shivers up and down her spine.

      “Don’t draw attention to yourself,” he said over his shoulder as he opened the door and let himself out.

      Was she willing to stay hidden away until he returned?

      He said it was dangerous out there.

      But which was more dangerous? Staying or going?
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      By the time Martinique got downstairs, Julianna and Madeline sat in the back of the carriage waiting for him.

      They’d been serious about leaving right after lunch.

      As he reached the carriage, Julianna looked at him with one eyebrow lifted questioningly.

      “Thank you for coming with us,” Julianna said.

      “It’s my pleasure,” Martinique said, climbing onto the driver’s seat. He couldn’t resist looking up toward his window.

      He did not want to leave Hannah.

      For one, he was afraid she’d be discovered and he didn’t know what would happen to her. He wasn’t sure if the Becquerels would allow her to stay.

      He didn’t even know if his own family would have allowed her to stay if this were their house.

      It was an unprecedented circumstance. It wasn’t every day that a strange girl showed up wearing men’s clothing.

      A girl who seemed more than a bit disoriented.

      She seemed intent on locating some kind of sail. Yet she also insisted that she did not arrive by the river.

      The second reason he didn’t want to leave her was that… well… he just didn’t want to leave her.

      He wanted to be with her and learn more about this mysterious beautiful girl who just showed up.

      He couldn’t even begin to make sense of why he’d seen her twice before she’d actually appeared. And how did she come to be in his cousin’s attic bedroom?

      As he drove the carriage away from the house, beneath the oak tree saplings his uncle had planted, a thought occurred to him. A thought that he did not want to entertain.

      Hannah could have been looking for something. Money.

      She could be a thief.

      No, not a thief, he corrected.

      Driven to desperate measures.

      If she had escaped a master who was treating her unfairly or making her pleasure him sexually, then he certainly couldn’t call her a thief for trying to survive.

      Unfortunately, he was one of the few who would see it that way.

      If she was a man, he might see it differently, also.

      He could admit to himself that he was biased.

      He found her to be a beautiful woman.

      She brought out his protective instincts.

      The girls, mostly Julianna, chattered in the carriage behind him.

      They were getting ready for a ball at the end of the month.

      Then after that Martinique and his family would be traveling back to Virginia.

      Martinique had to have things figured out before that.

      He needed to find a way to justify taking her back to Virginia with him.

      The thought startled him a little as he realized that not only did he need to find a way to keep her while they were here in Mississippi, but also a way to keep her as they traveled back to Virginia and after that.

      Both his father and mother were going to balk at him.

      They would think that he was keeping her for sexual favors.

      Martinique squirmed in the seat as he turned onto the river road toward Natchez.

      A boat passed and he waved back to the couple standing on the boat’s deck.

      He was attracted to Hannah. He couldn’t deny that.

      But still… he didn’t want to keep her for sexual favors.

      He could go into Richmond and take care of that itch.

      Hannah wasn’t that kind of girl.

      He had a lot of things to think about.
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      Hannah watched Martinique climb onto the driver’s seat of the buggy. The two girls she’d seen in the attic sat in the back.

      Martinique handled the reins with ease, as though he’d driven a buggy many times before.

      She stood back, out of sight, so that he wouldn’t see her watching them, but as they drove off, she leaned against the window sill.

      There were men working in the fields now. At least a dozen men walked about in what could only be indigo plants.

      After the buggy disappeared around a curve, headed toward the river, she scoured the room looking for her phone.

      She even got onto the floor and looked under the bed.

      Then she opened the trunk and rummaged through the clothing inside. The trunk was filled with men’s clothing. Pants and shirts, much like the ones Martinique had worn. There was what looked like a formal jacket — a long formal jacket and a couple of silky cravats.

      All very old-fashioned clothes.

      She went to the armoire and threw open the doors. There was nothing in there other than a wool blanket.

      There was a wash basin and towels on a little table next to the dresser and a bench in front of the dresser.

      There was a larger pot sitting underneath the dresser.

      Her phone was not in this room. In fact, there was nothing in this room that belonged to her.

      She still maintained that she was in the wrong room.

      Standing in the middle of the room, she looked around and realized that the bathroom was not there either.

      Definitely the wrong room.

      She had a choice to make.

      She could stay here cowering in this room until Martinique came back.

      Or she could move about, leave the room, and find out for herself what kind of dangers he was talking about.

      Her things had to be somewhere in this house.

      She couldn’t just stay in here.

      Heck, at the rate Martinique disappeared, he may never come back.

      She straightened her shoulders and opened the door to the hallway.

      So far everything looked familiar.

      Thinking maybe Jerry was still here and she could borrow his phone to call hers, she headed toward the stairs.

      The clock chimed twice.

      Two o’clock.

      It was already two o’clock in the afternoon. She had planned to inventory the downstairs room today. Obviously that wasn’t going to happen.

      She wasn’t going to get any work done until after she found her phone.

      She stopped on the landing and looked down into the foyer.

      This is where she’d first seen Martinique.

      It must have been a trick of the light for him to disappear like that.

      People didn’t just disappear.

      She shook her head.

      It was time to get her head together.

      She reached the bottom floor and looked around. Something seemed different.

      The house smelled different. It smelled like fresh flowers.

      There was a vase of daisies on the little table.

      The daisies weren’t there this morning.

      She hadn’t seen Jerry bring anything in, but… she could have missed it.

      She turned toward the parlor and came face to face with a woman old enough to be her mother.
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      While his sister and cousin looked through bolts of cloth in all imaginable colors, Martinique sat patiently.

      He allowed his thoughts to dart here and there with no particular direction, but he kept coming back to the seed of a thought that was forming.

      The little seamstress shop, in a house along main street, crowded with bolts of silks and cottons, smelled like vanilla.

      Vanilla and a sweet lady’s perfume.

      The dressmaker, Mrs. Smith, was good with the girls. She even managed to get a smile from Madeline.

      After Mrs. Smith left them to look on their own, Martinique pulled her aside.

      “Do you have a dress already made?” he asked, in a hushed voice.

      “I have one in the back,” she said. “The young lady who requested it never picked it up.”

      “Would it fit a young lady about my sister Julianna’s size?” he asked.

      Mrs. Smith smiled. “Yes,” she said. “I think it would.”

      “I’d like to buy it from you,” Martinique said. “It’s a gift for someone.”

      “Sure,” Mrs. Smith said. “Come on into my workroom and take a look.”

      “There’s no need,” he said, pulling some coins from his pocket. “I’m sure it’s perfect.”

      He pressed a couple of coins into her hand. “But,” he said. “if you would be so kind as to wrap it up. I don’t want the girls to know.”

      Mrs. Smith beamed. “I do love a good surprise,” she said. “I’ll be right back with it.”

      Martinique sat back down in his chair to wait.

      The girls would be deciding on some cloth for their dresses shortly and they could be on their way back to Becquerel Plantation.

      By the time the girls had chosen their cloth — a bright red for Julianna and a dark morose blue for Madeline — Mrs. Smith had brought out the dress, wrapped in plain brown paper.

      Martinique took it out to the carriage and stashed it beneath his driver’s seat while Mrs. Smith cut the girls’ cloth and wrapped it all up.

      By the time they left, Mrs. Smith had not only sold them cloth, but also matching thread and a bolt of  white lace.

      Finally, he got the girls into the carriage and headed back to the plantation.

      He pushed the horses into a fast trot.

      It was going to be dark soon and he was worried about what had happened with Hannah in his absence.

      Fortunately, the girls were tired and quiet, giving him the freedom to think.

      He had a plan. All he needed to do now was implement it.

      He just had to get back.

      And he hoped that she was still there.
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      The woman was wearing an emerald green ball gown with wide full hoop skirts.

      Another woman in old-fashioned dress.

      The woman, carrying a small basket on her arm, looked up and stood still when she saw Hannah.

      “Hello,” the woman said, smiling a little.

      “Hi,” Hannah said, feeling sorely underdressed.

      “I’m Mrs. Laurent,” the woman said, shifting her basket from one arm to the other.

      Hannah shook off her odd feeling and smiled her most professional smile.

      “I’m Hannah,” she said, holding out a hand.

      Mrs. Laurent looked down at Hannah’s hand, then back up to her eyes with a curious expression.

      She put her hand lightly in Hannah’s. Not a handshake at all.

      Hannah quickly realized her mistake. Mrs. Laurent may not be old, but she was old-fashioned. Like Hannah’s grandmother. No one would shake hands with Hannah’s grandmother. It just wasn’t done in her time.

      So Hannah pivoted. She quickly placed her other hand over Mrs. Laurent’s, then pulled both her hands back.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Hannah said.

      “Do you work here for the Becquerels?” Mrs. Laurent asked.

      “Yes,” Hannah said.

      She was skirting the truth, but right there in the back of her mind was her promise to Martinique. The promise that she would stay in her room to avoid danger.

      Mrs. Laurent didn’t seem dangerous. Not at all.

      But something was dangerous about the situation.

      She just didn’t know what it was yet.

      “Good,” Mrs. Laurent said. “Mrs. Becquerel is sleeping, so would you mind coming out back and helping me gather some flowers?”

      “Of course,” Hannah said.

      Don’t draw attention to yourself.

      Refusing a simple request would draw attention to herself.

      “Good,” Mrs. Laurent said with a smile before she led the way out the back door.

      The garden out back was lovely.

      It was bright with white daisies and little pink rosebuds.

      “Mrs. Becquerel loves white and pink,” Mrs. Laurent said as she handed the basket to Hannah and began to cut stems of white daisies.

      “I can tell,” Hannah said. “It’s beautiful.”

      She looked around in wonder at the flowers with butterflies darting here and there.

      A little bench was a few feet away at the beginning of a little stone pathway.

      Mrs. Laurent watched her.

      “You don’t come out here much?” she asked.

      Hannah shifted her attention back to Mrs. Laurent and smiled.

      “It just always takes my breath away,” Hannah said.

      Mrs. Laurent bent and sniffed one of the pink roses.

      “Yes,” she said. “The weather here is lovely in Spring. Not so much in summer though. In summer I much prefer Virginia.”

      “I understand,” Hannah said. “It does get hot.”

      “Have you been here long, Dear?” Mrs. Laurent added another daisy to the basket.

      “I grew up near here,” Hannah said.

      Mrs. Laurent looked at her curiously, but didn’t ask anything else as she added a pink rose to her collection.

      Hannah let her attention wander.

      “Who lives in that cottage?” she asked, nodding toward a little house set off about a hundred yards away.

      She could just see the roof and the little front porch through the small oak trees from here.

      Mrs. Laurent followed Hannah’s gaze.

      “That’s Uncle Nathaniel,” she said, her brow furrowed. She looked over at Hannah. “Have you not met him?”

      Hannah looked over at Mrs. Laurent.

      She was a beautiful woman with lovely dark hair pulled to the back of her neck and held with a ribbon.

      She also had beautiful fathomless blue eyes.

      Her last name was Laurent.

      Laurent.

      Martinique Laurent.

      Mrs. Laurent was Martinique’s mother.
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      Martinique blamed himself.

      He’d been driving too fast and he didn’t know the roads well enough to avoid hazards.

      Julianna and Madeline sat on the edge of the dirt road. Madeline sat quietly with her chin in her hands. Even Julianna was quiet.

      They had been ready to get home for supper and an early bedtime after a long day traveling into town and back

      The sun was about to set and the air was cooling off as it did during springtime in Mississippi.

      Thank goodness it wasn’t full on summer yet. None of them would be able to bear being out in this heat with no shade.

      Martinique had tried to fix the broken wagon wheel. He truly had given it a good shot.

      But he held one of the splintered spokes in his hand.

      The wheel wasn’t fixable. It was going to have to be replaced.

      He tapped the splintered spoke on his palm as he walked toward the girls. They were not going to be happy.

      “We’re going to have to walk,” he said.

      They both groaned.

      “I told you,” Madeline said to Julianna.

      “I know,” Julianna said. “but you had to give him a chance to at least try to fix it.”

      “Sometimes you just can’t fix something that’s broken.” Madeline grabbed her package of cloth from the wagon and started trudging down the road.

      Julianna looked at her brother and shrugged.

      “Guess we’re leaving,” she said.

      “I guess.”

      Martinique went to the wagon. Grabbed Julianna’s package of cloth and his own package from beneath the driver’s bench.

      He settled both beneath his arm and together he and Julianna took off after Madeline.

      “Who did you buy that dress for?” Julianna asked while they were still out of earshot of Madeline who was walking several feet in front of them. “Is it for that girl?”

      Martinique should have learned a long time ago to never underestimate his sister.

      “Yes,” he said. “She doesn’t have any proper clothing so I’m helping her out.”

      “That’s kind of you,” she said.

      They walked in silence until they caught up with Madeline and Julianna didn’t say anything else about it.

      Martinique supposed he had no reason to worry so much about it himself.

      It really wasn’t a big deal.

      Hannah was a woman who needed his help and he was helping her.

      Still…

      He felt he needed to keep it to himself.

      He didn’t trust either one of their families to understand.
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      Hannah was in some of that trouble Martinique had warned her about.

      Mrs. Laurent watched her like a hawk.

      After they had filled the basket with fresh cut flowers, they went inside.

      Hannah carried the basket.

      She didn’t understand why Mrs. Laurent couldn’t have carried her own basket. It wasn’t the least bit heavy.

      The only explanation she had was that Mrs. Laurent wanted the company.

      She seemed to think that her son and the girls should have been back by now.

      Hannah agreed completely.

      Natchez was not that far from here and there weren’t that many places to shop.

      Mrs. Laurent had told Hannah that the girls were going to town get dresses for a ball that was going to be held at the end of the month.

      If they were looking for ball gowns, there certainly weren’t that many places. In fact, there was only one place Hannah could think of that might possibly — a slim possibility — have ball gowns of the sort they were all wearing.

      The biggest problem was that Mrs. Laurent obviously did not think Hannah should go upstairs to what she thought of as Martinique’s room to sleep.

      It wasn’t that Mrs. Laurent said anything about it directly.

      When they got back inside the house, Mrs. Laurent took the basket and headed upstairs.

      “Thank you for helping me, Dear,” she said. “I’m going upstairs to arrange these flowers. I’m sure you have things to do.”

      “I do have things to do,” Hannah said, nodding, and putting her hands in her back pockets.

      She didn’t even bother mentioning that she needed to find her cell phone.

      She’d learned that lesson after trying to explain it to Martinique.

      If these people were part of some kind of living history program, they definitely stayed true.

      After Mrs. Laurent went upstairs, Hannah wandered around a bit.

      She heard feminine voices coming from the parlor, so she made it a point to stay away from there.

      She didn’t need another encounter with anyone.

      For the house to have been so empty yesterday, it certainly was filled with people today.

      A couple of men came downstairs, talking quietly.

      Then finally in an effort to avoid people, Hannah stepped back out to the garden.

      At least no one was out there and she was free to explore.

      Again, she was struck by  how different everything was than it had been when she’d gotten here yesterday.

      She walked through the gardens, along the stone pathway, surrounded by white daisies and light pink roses.

      The sun was setting, but it was truly beautiful here. Someone loved this house and land.

      She was lost in thought about the strange events of the day and wondering how she was going to find an opportunity to look for Jerry, especially without her phone — her lifeline to the world.

      The path wound through the garden, past small oak trees, and came out at the cottage.

      She was definitely not familiar with the cottage.

      It was an adorable little house.

      And she was drawn to it with a strong sense of curiosity.

      She walked up onto the front porch, running a hand along the arm of the wooden rocker.

      She stood in front of the wooden door.

      Mrs. Laurent had told her that Uncle Nathaniel lived her.

      She’d gotten the distinct impression that Martinique’s mother wasn’t all that fond of Uncle Nathaniel.

      Hannah stared at the wooden door.

      She was intruding.

      After the other encounters she’d had today, she wasn’t sure she could manage another one.

      Just as she decided to turn away and leave the cottage, the door opened.

      A handsome man stood there. He was older, maybe in his sixties, with only a touch of flattering gray in his hair.

      She could see the resemblance between him and Martinique.

      The same full lips that curved up at the corners and the deep blue eyes that spoke of depths.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked, looking over her shoulder, with an expression of alarm.

      “I was just—”

      He took her by the arm and pulled her inside the cottage.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 28

          

        

      

    

    
      The full moon lit their way along the dry country road that followed the wide murky Mississippi River.

      An owl dipped low, wings fluttered, then landed in a nearby tree.

      Julianna was limping.

      Madeline had a deeper frown than usual, but she stalwartly carried her bundle of cloth.

      Martinique shifted the two packages he carried from one arm to the other.

      They were almost back to Becquerel Plantation.

      Surely.

      He’d been telling himself — and the girls —  that for what seemed like forever.

      “Do you think we missed it?” Julianna asked, falling into step with Martinique.

      “No,” Madeline said over her shoulder. “You can’t miss it.”

      Martinique and Julianna exchanged a look.

      “Have you two forgotten how big it is?” Madeline shifted her bundle of cloth again.

      She would never admit that she was tired. Or that her feet hurt. Or that she was afraid to be walking in the dark.

      Of course, she wasn’t alone. Martinique and Julianna were right behind her.

      Still… Martinique couldn’t help thinking that Madeline would be a good soldier if she were a man.

      “We haven’t forgotten,” Julianna said, quick to appease. “It just feels like we’ve been walking forever.”

      “If he hadn’t been driving so fast, we wouldn’t be in this mess,” Madeline mumbled under her breath.

      Martinique didn’t respond. Madeline was right.

      He had been in too much of a hurry.

      All he’d been able to think about all day was Hannah.

      In his rush to get back to her, he’d destroyed any chance of doing so within a decent time frame.

      Julianna, put a hand on Martinique’s arm and stopped to adjust the laces on her shoe.

      Madeline kept going forward, not even seeming to notice that they’d fallen behind.

      It was the first time Martinique and Julianna had been alone since they’d started walking.

      “Who was that girl anyway?” she asked.

      Martinique had hoped to avoid talking to Julianna about Hannah.

      “Do you need help with your shoe?” he asked.

      “No,” she said, putting her foot back down. “You didn’t answer my question.”

      “I know,” Martinique said. “I can’t tell you.”

      Julianna released his arm and started walking again.

      “So it’s like that, huh?” she said.

      Martinique tried unsuccessfully not to smile.

      “Like what?”

      “You know,” she said. “One of those girls you keep a secret.”

      “It’s not like that,” he said. “What do you know about such things anyway?”

      Julianna shot a glance at Martinique, but didn’t answer.

      “It’s all right,” Julianna said. “I know you’re a man and all.”

      Martinique stopped and gaped at his little sister as she kept walking.

      “We’re home,” Madeline called from up ahead.

      Relieved that he’d escaped this conversation, Martinique rushed to catch up with Madeline.

      And in just a few minutes, he’d get to see Hannah again.
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      Hannah sat on the sofa in front of the fireplace in the little cottage.

      The man had left her alone for a few minutes, but now he knelt at the hearth, blowing on a little flame.

      She thought it was too warm for a fire, but she didn’t tell him so.

      There was a painting over the fireplace. A painting of Becquerel Planation. With small oak trees, not the huge majestic oak trees that surrounded it now.

      It must an old painting or an artist’s rendition.

      She waited as he got some little twigs burning, then sat in a chair next to her.

      He seemed to take in everything about her.

      She shifted in her seat and put a smile on her face.

      “You must be Uncle Nathaniel,” she said.

      He nodded, a crease at his brow.

      “How do you know me?” he asked, taking a handkerchief from his pocket and wiping his hands.

      “Mrs. Laurent told me you live here,” she said.

      Uncle Nathaniel pressed a hand against his forehead.

      “You met her,” he said, sounding resigned.

      “Of course,” Hannah said. “She needed some help in the garden.”

      “Does she know who you are?” he asked.

      “Well,” Hannah said. “I told her.”

      “What exactly did you tell her?”

      Hannah was having a hard time keeping the smile on her face.

      “I just told her my name.”

      Uncle Nathaniel blew out a breath. “That’s it?” He sounded cautiously hopeful.

      “I think so,” Hannah said. “Why?”

      Uncle Nathaniel was shaking his head. He sat forward, resting his elbows on his knees and clasping his hands together.

      “You can’t tell anyone,” he said.

      “Why not?” she asked.

      “You have to trust me,” he said, keeping his gaze on hers. “Who all did you talk to?”

      “Just Mrs. Laurent and Martinique.”

      “Martinique.” Uncle Nathaniel sat back, an unfathomable expression on his face.

      “There were two girls,” she said, “but I didn’t talk to them.”

      Uncle Nathaniel closed his eyes for a moment, then looked at her.

      “We’ll figure something out,” he said.

      “Ok.” Hannah ran a hand over the smooth velvet of the sofa. “I can’t find my phone. Or my iPad…”

      Uncle Nathaniel sat forward.

      “Dear,” he said. “What’s your name?”

      “Hannah Sinclair.”

      “Hannah,” he said. “You aren’t going to find your things.”

      “I don’t understand,” she said. She might be sick to her stomach.

      “Your things aren’t here,” he said.

      “But I—”

      He reached out as though he wanted to touch her, but pulled his hand back.

      “You aren’t going to find your things because you’re from the future.”
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      Martinique rushed upstairs to his bedroom and threw open the door.

      His heart sank.

      The same moonlight that had led him and the girls home filtered through the window.

      But just as he’d feared, Hannah wasn’t there.

      He even checked behind the armoire.

      He needed to find her, but he didn’t know how.

      He didn’t know how to ask if anyone had seen the girl he couldn’t tell anyone about.

      There was only one way to do this.

      He had to listen to what people were saying.

      Julianna wouldn’t say anything. She thought that Hannah was his… mistress.

      He couldn’t even think about how his sister would know about such things.

      He doubted Madeline would say anything about Hannah because Madeline didn’t talk to anyone about much of anything. To do so would suggest that she actually cared about something.

      Other than that, no one had seen Hannah. At least as far as he knew.

      If anyone had seen her, they would be talking about her.

      He knew that much about his family. Both his immediate family and his cousins.

      They didn’t have that much else to do.

      Though he’d much rather fall into bed and sleep for several hours, he left his room and headed downstairs.

      The girls had gone to the attic to get some sleep, but he heard Reginald talking downstairs as he reached the landing on the stairs.

      It wasn’t as late as it seemed. It just felt late.

      It could be that Hannah had disappeared again.

      He shook his head.

      That wasn’t likely.

      People didn’t just disappear.

      When he reached the bottom floor, one of the servants, an elderly fellow named John, approached him.

      “I’m sorry to bother you, Sir,” he said. “But I have a message for you.”

      “Who’s it from?” Martinique asked.

      “It’s confidential, Sir.” The man pressed a slip of paper into Martinique’s hand just as Reginald stepped out of the study.

      “There you are,” Reginald said, taking one look at Martinique. “What happened to you?”

      “I’m afraid we had a mishap,” Martinique said, tucking the paper into his pocket.

      “Are the girls alright?” Reginald asked.

      “No one is hurt,” Martinique said. “But I’m afraid we had to abandon the carriage. One of the wheels broke.”

      “Where did that happen?”

      “A couple of hours back down the river road.”

      “Mon Dieu,” he said. “Come on in and have a bourbon. Rest yourself.”

      Martinique followed his cousin into the study.

      His father was there too, standing in front of the fireplace.

      “There’s my errant son,” Father said.

      “Really, Father,” Martinique said. “You might recall that you’re the one who sent me off to Natchez with the girls.”

      “You’re right,” Father said, walking to the liquor cabinet and pouring a bourbon.

      He handed it to Martinique.

      “We’ll send someone to change out the wheel in the morning,” Reginald said. “And bring the carriage home. No harm done.”

      Martinique took his glass of bourbon and sat down on the sofa.

      “Anything of interest happen today while I was gone?” he asked, casually taking a swallow of bourbon and letting it burn his throat on the way down.

      He remembered all too late that he didn’t much like bourbon.

      He actually preferred a good glass of wine.

      “Nothing at all,” Father said. “Your cousin and I walked around taking a look at the indigo plants. You should really listen to what he has to say.”

      Martinique groaned and downed his bourbon.

      “Of course, Father,” he said, sitting back.

      He knew from experience that if he merely agreed instead of arguing, they would move onto other topics.

      And they did.

      As they talked about the indigo vats and then, surprisingly, how sugar cane was the future, Martinique allowed his mind to wander.

      He was fairly certain that if they had seen Hannah, something would have been said.

      His father and Reginald droned on about crops.

      Martinique had no interest in planting.

      He was into livestock, especially horses.

      He tapped his empty glass with his fingertip.

      Then he remembered the slip of paper in his pocket.

      Martinique,

      Please come to the cottage. It’s urgent.

      Nathaniel
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      Hannah blinked blankly at Uncle Nathaniel.

      You’re from the future.

      She recalled Mrs. Laurent’s expression when she’d told her about Uncle Nathaniel.

      It was a look that said she’d rather not talk about him. That he was odd.

      “The future,” Hannah repeated.

      Uncle Nathaniel nodded slowly. “I’m afraid so.”

      Hannah shook her head.

      If she was from the future, then that meant this was the past.

      That she was in the past.

      But that wasn’t possible.

      “That’s why you can’t find your things,” he said.

      “No,” Hannah said. “I was in the wrong room…” Her voice trailed off.

      Uncle Nathaniel seemed so certain.

      He didn’t look insane.

      Did insane have a look?

      She needed to talk to her brother.

      He’d think she was insane.

      Hannah straightened her shoulders. She wasn’t insane.

      She was a professional woman who’d landed in some kind of alternate reality.

      Another time.

      “That’s not possible,” she said, staring at the painting over the mantle.

      It was of Becquerel Plantation. The way it looked in the past.

      The way it would have looked in the past.

      Another time could be an alternate reality.

      It would explain why Martinique didn’t understand what a cell phone was.

      She looked back at Uncle Nathaniel, meeting his steady deep blue eyes.

      “That’ not possible,” she said again.

      “I know,” he said. “But think about it for a moment. Look at how you’re dressed.”

      She glanced at her blue jeans. Then at Uncle Nathaniel’s pants and white shirt with ruffles at the wrist. Just like Martinique.

      “And look at how we’re dressed,” he said.

      Hannah shook her head. “You’re some kind of reenactors,” she said.

      Uncle Nathaniel nodded. Then shook his head.

      “I don’t know what that is,” he said. “But… no.”

      Hannah looked toward the window. She couldn’t see the main house from here, but already it was dark anyway.

      “Why do you think so?” she asked, looking back into his eyes.

      Uncle Nathaniel smiled patiently.

      “I have experience,” he said.

      Hannah nodded. “Ok.”

      She needed to be patient, too.

      She wasn’t a psychologist, but she knew that overreacting wasn’t going to solve anything.

      “Tell me about this experience,” she said.

      Before he could answer, someone knocked on the door.

      “That’ll be my nephew,” Uncle Nathaniel said, jumping up and hurrying toward the door.

      “Your neph—” Hannah wiped her hands on her blue jeans.

      Martinique.

      Why would Martinique be here?

      She stood up.

      The front door closed and she could tell from their hushed voices that they were coming her way.

      She sat back down and folded her hands in her lap.

      She kept her gaze on the flames in the fireplace. The little fire wasn’t doing so well.

      It seemed like a man in… the past... would be a lot better at keeping a fire going.

      She looked back up the painting.

      At the little oak saplings.

      Just how far back in the past were they talking?
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      Martinique looked past his uncle as he stepped in the cottage.

      He had a gut feeling that this had something to do with Hannah.

      The soft glow of the fireplace, the only light, was visible from the parlor.

      For the first time, he realized that the little cottage was a small replica of the main house.

      There was a foyer with a smaller grandfather clock — a smaller clock sitting on a table. And a parlor off to the right. A study to the left.

      Just like the main house.

      But the stairs went straight up, instead of up to a landing with a window.

      Even though there were a lot of differences, it was strikingly similar.

      His uncle had built both of them. It was doubtless intentional.

      He couldn’t imagine why his uncle would call him here.

      Urgent, he’d said.

      She was just standing there. A beautiful day. Soaking wet.

      A chill ran down Martinique’s spine.

      He stood just inside the front door and looked questioningly at his uncle.

      “You asked me about Vaughn earlier,” Uncle Nathaniel said.

      Martinique nodded. “I did.” He looked toward the parlor.

      “I think I know why,” Uncle Nathaniel said.

      Martinique jerked his attention back to his uncle.

      “Why is that?”

      Uncle Nathaniel stood up straight. “Hannah is here,” he said.

      Martinique’s heart did a little flip.

      Mon Dieu, but it was strange to be so right.

      “Is she well?” he asked.

      Did Uncle Nathaniel know that she was an escaped indentured servant then?

      “She’s quite well,” he said. “But I — we — have something to tell you.”

      “All right,” Martinique said and braced himself for them to tell him that Hannah was an escaped servant.

      Uncle Nathaniel seemed like a kind man. Not the kind to toss a young girl out on the street.

      “Come on in,” Uncle Nathaniel said, leading the way into the parlor.

      Martinique had been thinking about Hannah all day, but he wasn’t prepared for seeing her again.

      She was staring into the fireplace, the glow of the flames casting a lovely tint to her skin and her hair flowed gently around her shoulders.

      Her silhouette was of unparalleled beauty.

      Martinique stood at the doorway and just looked at her.

      She knew he was there. She had to.

      When she turned and looked at him with her wide eyes, he knew what he’d been denying to himself all day.

      This girl had stolen his heart.

      “Hello again,” he said.

      “Hi,” she said softly, her lips parted.

      Martinique swallowed.

      He had no idea how to navigate this, but he would do whatever it took.

      His family would think him daft for marrying a servant girl, but Martinique could think of nothing they could say to change his mind.

      It didn’t matter to him where she’d come from.

      He would love her no matter.
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      Hannah’s heart pounded so that she thought it might beat right out of her chest.

      She held her hands together in her lap to keep them from trembling.

      Her gaze met Martinique’s across the room and held.

      He was one of the most handsome men she had ever seen.

      But it wasn’t just his handsome features.

      It was the way he looked at her.

      Like she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen.

      Like she was the only woman in the world.

      Uncle Nathaniel looked from one to the other of them, then shook his head and ran a hand over his face.

      “I’m glad I found you,” Martinique said.

      Hannah felt her lips curve into an involuntary smile.

      “Me too,” she said.

      “We need to talk,” Uncle Nathaniel said, gesturing for Martinique to sit next to her.

      As Martinique sat, she realized that for a moment, she’d forgotten what Uncle Nathaniel had told her.

      About this being the past.

      He, however, had not forgotten.

      “Martinique,” Uncle Nathaniel said. “I didn’t tell you everything about Vaughn earlier. When you asked.”

      Martinique pulled his gaze away from Hannah’s and looked at his uncle.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Vaughn wasn’t from here,” Uncle Nathaniel said.

      Martinique smiled. “I rather gathered that,” he said.

      Hannah watched the two men, but mostly she watched Martinique to see his reaction to what his uncle was about to tell him.

      “She was from the future,” Uncle Nathaniel said.

      Martinique didn’t blink. He kept his expression blank.

      “What do you mean?”

      Uncle Nathaniel nodded toward Hannah.

      “Like her,” he said.

      “Like…” Martinique narrowed his eyes.

      Then he looked at Hannah again.

      She searched his gaze.

      She needed to know what his reaction was.

      Was Uncle Nathaniel mentally ill?

      If so, then she had been silly to entertain what he’d been telling her about being from the future.

      Of course she wasn’t from the future.

      At least not literally.

      Perhaps he meant figuratively.

      Because she was the younger generation.

      “Now I understand,” Martinique said.
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      Martinique’s heart was in his throat.

      But outwardly, he was as calm as the surface of the Mississippi River.

      And just like the river, it was an illusion.

      Beneath the surface, his thoughts were churning with disbelief as he tried to make sense of what his uncle was saying.

      The little flame of the fire licked at the twigs and suddenly took hold, lighting the shadowed room with light.

      The clock began chiming the hour.

      Martinique sat silently, counting each of the clock’s strikes.

      They said his uncle was odd. That he lived alone in this cottage to wait for a woman who was sometimes here. Sometimes not.

      Uncle Nathaniel was right. Hannah was dressed differently from everyone else.

      And her language was different.

      Odd.

      He didn’t understand half of what she had said to him.

      “You’re not a servant then?” he asked her.

      “Servant?” she asked, her brows creased. “What? I don’t—”

      “She’s not a servant,” Uncle Nathaniel said, going the cabinet behind them and pouring three glasses of bourbon.

      “Of course,” Martinique said, apologetically. “I didn’t mean to imply…”

      He stopped talking as Uncle Nathaniel pressed a glass of bourbon into his hand, then handed a glass to Hannah.

      He expected her to shake her head and politely refuse the drink.

      But instead, she took it and wrapped her hands around it.

      Uncle Nathaniel sat back in his chair and sipped from his glass.

      Apparently this was the night for bourbon.

      Only a few more weeks and he would be home where he could have a nice glass of wine.

      And only a few more weeks before he had to leave and would never see Hannah again.

      Hannah put the glass to her lips and sipped.

      To Martinique’s surprise, she didn’t make a face or seem to dislike it in the least.

      “If this is true,” she asked. “How exactly do I get home?”

      Martinique emptied his glass.

      This was a quandary indeed.

      Martinique was wanting to find a way to keep her with him.

      While she was wanting to go home.

      To her own time.

      To the future.

      Martinique turned to Uncle Nathaniel.

      “How is this possible?” he asked his uncle.

      Uncle Nathaniel went to the fireplace. Poked at the fire and added another log.

      He dusted his hands and went back to his chair.

      “It’s a long story,” he said. “Are you sure you’re ready to hear it?”
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      “I want to hear it,” Hannah said.

      The bourbon was strong as it burned her throat, but it was a welcome sensation.

      She shouldn’t be drinking on the job, but technically she wasn’t on the job.

      It was evening and, besides if she was in the past, she wasn’t even at work.

      She rubbed her brow and shivered.

      The fire felt good after all.

      Perhaps the temperature was dropping.

      Spring weather in Mississippi could be erratic, after all.

      Uncle Nathaniel set down his glass and leaned back as though settling in for a long tale.

      “It started back in 1714,” he said, then stopped and looked at Hannah. “Do you know what year it is, Dear?”

      She opened her mouth, but closed it, deciding that she didn’t need to tell him what year it was to her.

      She shook her head.

      “It’s 1806,” Uncle Nathaniel said.

      Hannah’s jaw dropped open. She glanced over to see Martinique watching her and closed her mouth.

      “Back in 1774, I was a young man,” Uncle Nathaniel said. “I’d just bought this land and built this cottage.”

      Martinique got up to refill his glass.

      “I was out riding when I saw a young girl,” Uncle Nathaniel said. “The most beautiful young girl I’d ever seen.”

      “It was Vaughn,” Martinique said, sitting back down.

      Uncle Nathaniel nodded. “That’s right. It was Vaughn.” He looked at Hannah. “It was a beautiful spring day. Much like today. But she was soaking wet.”

      “Had she fallen in the river?” Hannah asked.

      “That’s what I thought at first,” Uncle Nathaniel said, with an emphatic nod. “But she smelled like a summer rain.”

      Hannah wasn’t sure how anyone could smell rainwater, but she didn’t interrupt.

      “I brought her home with me,” he said.

      The clock continued to steadily tick.

      Nothing was different, yet Hannah had a sense that everything was about to be different.

      “Where did she come from?” Martinique asked.

      Uncle Nathaniel took a cigar out of his front jacket pocket and lit it with a flame from the fireplace.

      Sitting back, he took a long pull, then sent a cloud of cigar smoke into the air.

      Hannah sat back and managed not to cough.

      “Vaughn had left France in 1714,” Uncle Nathaniel said. “She was what they called a casket girl. She was coming to America to marry a man at Fort Rosalie.”

      Uncle Nathaniel stood up, walked to the window, turned, and came back to lean against the hearth.

      “But her party was set upon by Indians,” he said. “They were all killed. Every one.”

      “How did she survive?” Martinique asked, tapping his fingers against his empty glass.

      “That’s where it gets really fascinating,” Uncle Nathaniel said.

      “An Indian saved her life by sending her forward in time.”

      Hannah and Martinique exchanged a glance.

      “He made a rip in time,” Uncle Nathaniel said.

      “How?” Hannah asked, her voice barely a breath.

      “A spell,” Uncle Nathaniel said. “He made a spell that saved Vaughn’s life.”

      “Did she know it?” Martinique asked.

      Uncle Nathaniel nodded. “She agreed to it.” He paused.

      “But there was one catch.”
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      Martinique wanted his uncle to speed up the story.

      To just tell them how Vaughn had traveled in time. And what that had to do with Hannah.

      But, instead, his uncle seemed intent on dragged the story out at his own pace.

      Martinique thought about filling his glass again.

      The bourbon tasted a little less offensive with each glass.

      But he didn’t dare. Too much and he wouldn’t remember his uncle’s words. This was much too important.

      He needed to have his wits about him.

      “What was the catch?” Martinique asked, hoping he kept the impatience out of his voice.

      “The rip, it seems, has yet to heal.” Uncle Nathaniel nodded toward Hannah. “That was in 1714 and Hannah has been affected centuries later.”

      “A rip in time,” Hannah said.

      “Yes,” Uncle Nathaniel said. “For Vaughn and those of her blood.”

      Martinique stared at Hannah.

      Was she truly from the future? If so, then women must have gotten more and more beautiful over time.

      Hannah was fragile and petite.

      But she had a depth of intelligence that rivaled any man.

      Martinique was mesmerized.

      “The old Indian warned her,” Uncle Nathaniel said. “But Vaughn had no choice if she wanted to live.”

      Uncle Nathaniel looked down as though a sadness had suddenly swept over him. As though he’d gotten lost in his own story and pulled back to long ago.

      Then he took a deep breath, straightened, and continued.

      “Vaughn traveled through the rip in time over and over again.”

      “Without warning,” Hannah said, softly.

      “Yes,” Uncle Nathaniel said. “without warning.”

      He looked pointedly at Hannah. “Did you have warning?”

      Hannah’s eyes grew big and she shook her head. “I didn’t even know it. I was just standing there.”

      She looked at Martinique, searching his eyes.

      He didn’t know what she was looking for, but he wasn’t sure he had the answers she sought.

      “I thought Martinique was a ghost,” she said.

      “I thought the same about you,” Martinique said.

      Uncle Nathaniel pushed off the hearth and dragged a wooden straight-backed chair over to sit in front of them.

      He looked from one to the other until he had their attention.

      “No,” he said. “You mustn’t do this.”

      “What?” Martinique asked.

      “You must be careful,” Uncle Nathaniel said. “You must not fall in love.”

      Hannah gasped and sat back.

      Martinique sat back, too. How had his uncle known? Was it that obvious?

      He watched Hannah. Did she feel the same pull toward him?

      “Hannah,” Uncle Nathaniel said. “can leave you at any moment. Against her will. Without her knowledge.”

      “Is that what happened?” Martinique asked, suddenly understanding why everyone thought his uncle odd.

      “Yes,” Uncle Nathaniel said, sitting back quietly, as though all the story was out of him.

      Uncle Nathaniel and Vaughn had been in love, but she’d traveled in time and left him here.

      Uncle Nathaniel had all but gone mad with Vaughn’s loss.

      A loss that defied any kind of logic. A loss that wasn’t normal.

      A loss like no other.

      Would he be like his uncle?

      Would Martinique go more than a little mad if Hannah left him and returned to her own time.

      He could heed his uncle’s warning.

      Walk away from Hannah.

      It would be the smart thing to do.

      But was it too late?

      Was he already under her spell?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 37

          

        

      

    

    
      Hannah sat quietly, trying to absorb what Uncle Nathaniel was saying.

      And trying to decide whether or not she believed him.

      Or more likely, how much of his story she believed.

      Part of her believed everything.

      But another part of her didn’t believe the things he was saying.

      Didn’t want to believe.

      Didn’t want it to be true.

      If what he was saying was true — that time travel was real — then she was misplaced in time.

      She took a deep, strangled breath that sent her into a coughing fit.

      She couldn’t catch her breath.

      Her thoughts were swirling. A tangle of random images.

      A child sitting in front of the television. Driving her car as a teenager.

      Sitting in class at the university, typing on her computer.

      The grandfather clock.

      Martinique holding out a hand to her as he faded into the background.

      Wait…

      That hadn’t happened.

      Her eyes watering, she looked into Martinique’s eyes.

      He was here. He was right here. He wasn’t fading.

      She held out a hand toward him.

      He grasped her hand and held on tightly.

      A calmness settled over her and she blinked the moisture from her eyes.

      As long as Martinique was here, she would be ok.

      She let out a deep, ragged breath.

      Did it really matter what year it was?

      Martinique glanced over at Uncle Nathaniel.

      “I know this is a most improper request,” Martinique said. “but I can’t think how else to keep Hannah’s presence from causing a stir.”

      “I’m not one to make judgements,” Uncle Nathaniel said.

      Martinique turned his gaze back to Hannah’s.

      “I think you should stay here,” he said. “at least until we figure out something else.”

      Uncle Nathaniel nodded. “That’s a good idea.”

      “I don’t want to impose,” Hannah said. “I have a room at the main house.”

      “There’s one problem with that,” Martinique said. “Your room is my room.”

      “Right,” Hannah said, clearing her throat.

      That could be a problem.

      It might not be proper for her to stay here with Uncle Nathaniel. But it certainly wasn’t proper for her to stay in the room with Martinique. Especially not with his mother right there watching everything she did.

      Mrs. Laurent almost seemed to suspect something already.

      She’d watched Hannah like a hawk today and had made sure she stayed downstairs.

      “I don’t think your mother would allow me to go near your room,” she said.

      “You met my mother?” Martinique asked.

      “I helped her cut flowers and bring them from the garden.”

      Martinique and Uncle Nathaniel looked at each other.

      Hannah’s stomach clenched.

      Whatever it was, it didn’t bode well for her.
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      The guest room in the cottage was furnished in deep emerald velvet. The curtains pulled to each side of the window. The curtain matched the quilt on the bed.

      The windows were open about a foot, allowing fresh air to flow through the room.

      He didn’t even smell the indigo vats and could almost forget they were there.

      In fact, he could smell the scent of roses wafting from the gardens.

      Martinique plumped the pillows, turned back the quilt, and looked across the bed at Hannah.

      She stood at the open door, her hands in her pockets.

      Martinique smiled to himself.

      If his mother knew about Hannah, she would be disapproving to say the least.

      Of course, she wouldn’t like Hannah staying here, either, for that matter.

      But that was neither here nor there.

      Martinique would take care of Hannah.

      She was under his wing now.

      It didn’t matter what his mother thought. Or any of his family.

      “You’ll be all right here,” Martinique said. “You mustn’t worry.”

      A small smile crossed her features.

      “I’m not worried,” she said.

      “Do you need anything else?” he asked.

      She shook her head.

      He’d bring her dress by tomorrow.

      It would help her to blend in better.

      He tapped a finger against his cheek.

      “I can stay here,” he said. “if you like. I can sleep downstairs on the couch.”

      She took a step forward.

      “There’s no need for that,” she said. “I’m perfectly safe here with Uncle Nathaniel.”

      “All right,” he said.

      She looked at him, a curious expression on her face.

      Uncle Nathaniel’s words seemed to echo through his head.

      Be careful. You must not fall in love.

      It was strange that his uncle had said that.

      This was how it was with Uncle Nathaniel and Vaughn.

      His uncle didn’t even have to tell him. He just knew.

      When a man saw the girl for him, he just knew.

      There was no turning back once it happened.

      He went around the bed toward Hannah.

      Since she stood between him and the door, he went right up to her and stopped.

      The candlelight flickered across her features, casting a glow on her cheeks.

      He couldn’t get enough of looking into her eyes.

      He took her hands in his and pulled her toward him, wrapping her arms around his waist and his arms around her shoulders.

      She fit perfectly against him, just as he thought she would.

      He tucked her head beneath his chin and ran a hand over her soft hair.

      Somehow Uncle Nathaniel had known.

      Even before they did.

      But his uncle was too late.
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      The little guest room was slightly smaller than the one she’d been using at the main house.

      It was elegantly, if sparsely, furnished.

      The soft glow of the candlelight flickered over the deep emerald curtains and quilt.

      Besides the bed, there was a dresser with a water basin and pitcher.

      There was one chair and a little writing table with an inkwell.

      Other than that, there was nothing else in the room.

      Hannah had the feeling that the room was rarely used. If ever.

      Hannah pressed her cheek against the soft cotton of Martinique’s shirt. She could hear his heart beating.

      Her heart broke for Uncle Nathaniel. He seemed like such a kind man. And he seemed to be so in love with Vaughn. His lost love.

      He’d warned Hannah and Martinique.

      Warned them not to fall in love.

      It was an odd thing to do.

      But it was what he had done.

      He had fallen in love with Vaughn only to have her taken away from him by time itself.

      Such a cruel turn of events.

      Was the same thing going to happen to her?

      Would she travel back and forth through time?

      No. Everything she knew about the world screamed that it wasn’t possible.

      All the books and movies made it clear that there had to be some kind of mechanism for time travel.

      It didn’t just happen randomly. There had to be some order.

      A closet to step into. A time machine.

      Not just a rip in time.

      Then something Uncle Nathaniel had said came back to her.

      For Vaughn and those of her blood.

      Hannah stiffened.

      “Are you all right?” Martinique asked.

      “I don’t know,” Hannah murmured against his chest.

      “Is there something I can do?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “I don’t think so.”

      “At least tell me what’s bothering you.”

      She sighed.

      How did she even start to tell him what was bothering her?

      She didn’t even know how to make sense of it herself.

      “It’s nothing I can vocalize yet,” she said.

      He shifted back a little and put a hand on her cheek.

      “I’m here,” he said. “when you’re ready.”

      “I know.”

      He ran his thumb over her bottom lip.

      Then he lowered his head and ever so lightly kissed the corner of her mouth.

      Hannah’s lips parted and she leaned forward, her eyes closed.

      His touch set her heart rate into a thousand beats a second.

      “I have to go,” he said.

      “Ok.” She opened her eyes and met his intense gaze.

      “But I’ll be back in the morning. We’ll figure something out.”

      And Hannah knew that they would.

      She had faith in Martinique.
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      Martinique paced his bedroom in the main house.

      It was a slightly larger version of the room where Hannah was staying in Uncle Nathaniel’s cottage.

      He stopped pacing and stood at the window.

      He couldn’t see the cottage from here.

      Instead, all he could see was a field full of what he knew to be indigo plants lit by a bright full moon.

      It had been hard leaving Hannah there. Not that he didn’t know she was safe, but because he wanted to be near her.

      It was painful being away from her even though he knew that he would see her in the morning.

      He turned his back to the window. The sooner he went to sleep, the sooner the morning would come.

      Something his mother used to say to him when he was a child.

      It was funny that it came back to him now.

      Especially now that he was separated from Hannah mostly because of his mother.

      His mother felt strongly about propriety.

      She had a good reason, of course, but that didn’t make things any easier.

      If anything, it made things worse because he understood.

      It was hard to blame her when he understood.

      At any rate, Martinique would take Hannah the dress in the morning.

      He would take her the dress and they would figure something out.

      A way to make her accepted by his family.

      Unfortunately, his mother had already seen her in her men’s clothing, no doubt leading her to think Hannah was a servant and Hannah had done nothing to correct that assumption. So he couldn’t very well pass her off as a guest.

      He went to the chair where he’d draped her dress and picked it up. It was a soft cotton in a teal color that would bring out the green in her eyes.

      He’d bought the dress with the thought it would help her to blend in, but in truth he wanted to buy her lots of pretty dresses.

      He wanted to buy her anything she wanted.

      Martinique was twenty-four years old and he’d never been in love.

      Living in a farm in Virginia didn’t give him much opportunity to meet eligible women. The few he’d met at church and social gatherings hadn’t been to his taste.

      He’d begun to think that he would never find a woman he loved. He would have to do as most men did and settle for a suitable woman to marry.

      That’s what most of his friends did.

      But he saw through his parents that there was more to marriage than merely being suitable.

      Martinique’s parents loved each other fiercely.

      So much that Father, in Natchez on business, had taken one look at Mother and knew. He’d extended his trip another two weeks.

      Just two weeks and he convinced Mother, a sensible woman, to marry him and move to Virginia with him.

      If a practical woman like his mother could be convinced to marry and move across the country for love, then anyone could.

      But perhaps it was too much to ask Hannah to not only move across the country, but to remain in a different century.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 41

          

        

      

    

    
      Hannah woke the next morning to the sound of chickens.

      With a long history of living in dorms and spending time with friends as well as traveling, she was quick to get her bearings.

      She immediately knew that she was in Uncle Nathaniel’s cottage.

      In 1806.

      The year, however, took a little more mental effort to wrap her head around.

      How was she expected to easily accept the impossible?

      She got up, washed her face with the cold water in the basin and tugged on her jeans.

      Hannah considered herself to be open-minded, yet grounded enough to be a responsible adult.

      Her mother had done that to her.

      They’d grown up poor not far from here.

      Just her and her mother, except for the couple of years just before Hannah had left for college when her mother had married again giving Hannah a stepbrother.

      She distinctly remembered being a child and sitting in the back seat of her mother’s car as they passed the Becquerel plantation. She’d have her face smushed up against the glass taking in everything about the house that she could see in brief flashes beyond the moss-covered oak trees.

      She’d imagined what the people who lived in such a grand house would be like.

      And what it would be like to live there.

      Then her mother had taken her to meet Vaughn, the owner of the estate.

      Though Hannah had only been eight years old, it had changed the trajectory of her life.

      She hadn’t known it at the time, of course, since she’d merely been a child.

      But now, as an adult, she could look back at that one incident and see how it had changed her whole perspective on life.

      Vaughn and Jonathan Becquerel were…

      Hannah’s hand froze on the way to pick up a hairbrush she found in a dresser drawer.

      Jonathan and Vaughn had been married.

      Vaughn and Nathaniel…

      It was the same Vaughn.

      Of course.

      She picked up her brush and walked toward the window, her thoughts tripping over each other.

      Vaughn in the twenty-first century was the same Vaughn as the one in 1806.

      There had been a sadness in Vaughn’s eyes. One that wasn’t there in her husband Jonathan’s.

      Vaughn had two men who loved her deeply.

      Two men in two different centuries.

      Uncle Nathaniel said that she traveled back and forth many times.

      With no warning.

      What must that have been like?

      Falling in love in one century and then ending up in another?

      Which man did Vaughn love?

      Perhaps she loved both of them.

      Was that even possible?

      Was it possible to love two men equally?

      Hannah had dated in high school and college. She’d had two steady boyfriends during that time, but she’d never had a guy take her breath away like Martinique did.

      And that kiss.

      He’d only kissed her at the edge of her lips. Not even a real kiss. Yet it had sent her heart rate into a tail spin.

      She’d replayed it over and over last night when she was falling asleep.

      And even now, just thinking about it… remembering the way his lips felt against her cheek, so close to a real kiss, yet so far…

      That was something she’d never experienced. It was something rare.

      Something that happened in the movies and books.

      Not in real life.

      She finished brushing her hair and put the brush back where she found it.

      What had Uncle Nathaniel meant when he said Vaughn and those of her blood?

      That wasn’t a normal statement.

      She put her hands on her hips.

      She would ask him.

      That’s what she would do.

      And then she wouldn’t have to wonder any more.
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      “At least come out with me and take a look,” Reginald said. “It might not be as bad as you think.”

      Martinique picked up his coffee mug and sipped. The coffee here was better than back home in Virginia, though he hated to admit it.

      “Can I least have my breakfast first?” Martinique asked, taking a plate and filling it with biscuits, eggs, and bacon.

      Reginald sat back in his chair at the dining room table and laughed.

      “Of course you can,” he said. “But if you don’t mind, I’m going to run out, check on a couple of things, then come back and get you.”

      Relieved, Martinique watched his cousin head out to the fields.

      With any luck, he’d forget to come back.

      Martinique had no interest in getting a tour of the indigo vats or even the plants for that matter. He didn’t care much about crops. Now if Reginald had livestock, that would be a different story.

      He would be quite interested in taking a look at some horses or—

      His thoughts were interrupted by a commotion going on out on the back veranda.

      Reginald was coming back inside.

      “Bring him into the study,” he said, his voice serious and urgent, not at all the usual easy-going person he usually was.

      He passed by the dining room, several people following along behind him.

      Martinique didn’t even know where all those people came from. Servants, no doubt.

      He counted six men.

      And they were carrying another man.

      A bit alarmed, he pushed aside his plate and stood up.

      Then he froze.

      Hannah was following them.

      “Hannah,” he said, moving toward the door and getting her attention.

      She stopped and looked in his direction.

      Her expression was distraught.

      “What’s going on?” he asked, putting a hand on her arm.

      “It’s Uncle Nathaniel.” She pressed a hand against her forehead and closed her eyes. “He was outside. Just lying there. I thought—”

      “Here,” Martinique said, pulling out a chair. “Sit here while I go find out.”

      She nodded and sat down. She was trembling.

      He followed the men toward the study where they’d taken Uncle Nathaniel.

      “Take a horse,” Reginald told one of the men. “and go get Doc. Tell him it’s urgent.”

      The men darted past Martinique.

      Reginald sent other men for a pail of water and clean clothes.

      “What’s happened?” Martinique went to stand next to his cousin.

      Uncle Nathaniel lay on the sofa. His eyes were closed and he was pale.

      “He’s had this happen once before,” Reginald said, putting a pillow behind Uncle Nathaniel’s head.

      Martinique went to stand next to Uncle Nathaniel. Placed the back of his hand on the older man’s forehead. “What causes it?” he asked.

      Reginald shook his head.

      “Doc said it has to do with his heart.”

      Martinique straightened. It was odd seeing his uncle like this. He could see how it would cause Hannah distress to find him this way.

      “Doc recommended that he not be overly taxed,” Reginald said.

      “In what way?”

      “His heart has been broken and it’s weak.”

      Martinique had a sinking feeling in his stomach.

      He and Hannah could very well be responsible for this.

      They’d had him talking about Vaughn.

      The one who’d broken his heart.
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      Unable to stay put, Hannah followed the men to the study.

      The house was in shadows, punctuated by the steady ticking of the grandfather clock.

      She stopped in front of the door to the study and looked inside.

      Martinique and Reginald’s heads were bent together speaking in hushed tones.

      Uncle Nathaniel was lying motionless on the couch.

      No one called 911 and no one said anything about taking him to the hospital.

      When she’d asked the first man who came to her aid to call 911, he’d looked at her like she’d grown two heads.

      After that, she didn’t say anything else. She stepped back and watched.

      This was more evidence that Uncle Nathaniel was right. That she’d somehow traveled back in time.

      Martinique turned and looked at her.

      Though he looked concerned about his uncle, his gaze met hers with a warmth that caused her stomach to drop.

      “Is he ok?” she asked.

      “I don’t know,” Martinique said, nodding toward the other man. “Reginald sent for Doc.”

      The other man — Reginald — looked at her, his brows furrowed as he took in her blue jeans and white shirt.

      Hannah immediately realized her mistake.

      Dressed as she was, she stood out like a sore thumb.

      If she’d thought to pull her hair back, she perhaps could have tried to pass for a boy. But even that wasn’t likely. Her shirt was much too tight and did little to hide her curves, such as they were.

      Definitely not a boy.

      “I don’t believe we’ve met,” Reginald said.

      Martinique took her arm and tucked it in the crook of his arm.

      “This is Hannah,” he said. “my betrothed.”

      Both Hannah and Reginald stared at him.

      “Betrothed?” Reginald asked.

      Martinique lowered his voice.

      “You mustn’t say anything,” he said to Reginald. “No one knows.”

      He looked down at Hannah and smiled.

      Hannah made a conscious effort to close her mouth.

      She didn’t know this man. Not really. This man who made her hands tremble and her stomach drop when he walked into the room.

      She tightened her hold on his arm.

      Though she barely knew him, she trusted him.

      Besides, he knew the lay of the land. She didn’t.

      And she had to trust someone.

      She smiled up at him.

      “We weren’t going to tell anyone yet,” she said, smiling into his eyes.

      Then she turned and smiled at Reginald.

      “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you” she said. “I’ve heard so much about you.”

      Apparently, getting engaged in 1806 was much easier than in the twenty-first century.
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      Martinique sat in the parlor next to his newly minted betrothed on a little navy sofa.

      The scent of fresh cut roses reminded him that his mother knew about Hannah. And thought Hannah to be a servant.

      He hadn’t planned on introducing Hannah as his betrothed.

      He’d been thinking maybe he would introduce her as his servant.

      Though, once introduced as his servant, how would he transition her to a betrothed? Perhaps his mind had somehow solved the problem for him.

      Now, however, he had all sorts of brand new problems and no way to solve them at the moment.

      His sister thought Hanna was his mistress. His mother thought she was a servant. And now he’d gone and introduced her to his cousin as his betrothed.

      And Uncle Nathaniel thought she was his one true love from the future.

      Oh, what a tangled web he wove.

      But right now she was looking at him as though she could find answers in his eyes.

      “I feel like I need to apologize,” he said, taking her hand.

      She shook her head. “I feel like I’ve fallen down a rabbit hole.”

      “A rabbit hole?” he asked. Was this another one of her oddities or did she literally mean a rabbit hole? “You’re a little thing, but I don’t think you’d fit in a rabbit hole,” he said.

      She looked at him blankly for a moment, then laughed out loud.

      “It means falling into a something you can’t get out of.”

      “Oh, well,” he said. “Yes. I think you have fallen down a rabbit hole.”

      That only made her laugh more.

      “I’ll find a way to get you out of it though,” he said.

      “I’m sure you will.” She put her other hand over their locked hands. “I hope we didn’t do this to Uncle Nathaniel.”

      It warmed his heart to hear her referring to Uncle Nathaniel as Uncle.

      “Reginald said his heart was weak,” he said.

      She sobered and nodded. “There have been people to actually die of a broken heart.”

      She seemed to be talking more to herself than to him.

      Martinique didn’t like to see her saddened like this. He much preferred her laughter.

      “Doc will be here shortly,” he said. “I’m sure he’ll know what to do and Uncle Nathaniel will be alright.”

      She nodded.

      Just then one of the servants, a young man named John, came into the room.

      “I’m sorry to bother you,” he said. “But your mother would like to see you upstairs in the sitting room.”

      Just when he thought things couldn’t get any worse.

      If his mother was summoning him, it couldn’t be good.

      Furthermore, Martinique didn’t even know there was a sitting room upstairs.

      “I’ll be right there,” he told John. Then he turned to Hannah.

      “I must be in trouble,” he said.

      That brought a smile back to her face.

      “I’m sure you’ll manage,” she said. “But I should go back to the cottage.”

      “You’re right,” he said, holding out a hand to help her up.

      He pulled her close.

      “I’ll join you as soon as I can,” he said.

      She nodded and leaned toward him, not saying anything.

      He pressed his lips to hers, ever so gently. And just held them there, letting the sensations run through him.

      She sighed.

      They stood that way as the clock ticked off the minutes.

      Martinique vowed to himself right then and there.

      He would find a way to keep her.
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      There were fresh daisies and pale pink miniature roses in a clear crystal vase on the little table in the foyer.

      The house was in shadows, light coming only from the sunshine filtering in through the glass of the front door.

      Hannah wanted time to stand still.

      But the steady ticking of the grandfather clock was a second by second reminder that time never stood still.

      Not even when her blood was racing so fast through her veins that she was certain Martinique must feel it.

      His kiss was filled with love and tenderness. She didn’t move and barely breathed. Just stood there and basked in the feel of his lips pressed against hers.

      As he wrapped his arms around her, she held onto him.

      At the sound of footsteps coming down the hall, he pulled back and her eyes fluttered open.

      Her brain was foggy and she could barely think.

      At the foot of the stairs, in front of the grandfather clock, he kissed her again. The touch of his lips on hers was light as a feather.

      “I’ll see you soon,” he whispered against her lips.

      With one hand still on hers, he turned to go up the stairs.

      She stood still, feeling his fingers pull away from hers.

      The clock began to chime the hour.

      Martinique turned and looked back.

      Just as his fingers slipped from hers, everything went hazy.

      Then he was gone.

      She nearly fell backwards, but caught herself just in time.

      The house looked different. Smelled different. There were no fresh daisies on the table next to the clock.

      The overhead light was on.

      The light seemed so unnaturally bright, she could barely bring herself to open her eyes.

      The steps leading upstairs were empty.

      Martinique was not there.

      In the blink of an eye, he had disappeared.

      She had disappeared.

      Either way, she knew in her heart that she was no longer in 1806.

      She had been.

      She was certain of that now.

      All her doubt was erased as she stared at the empty stairway where Martinique had been standing only moments ago.

      Uncle Nathaniel’s words echoed in her head.

      A rip in time.

      For Vaughn and those of her blood.
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      The clock continued to tick away the seconds and someone was walking around upstairs.

      But Martinique stood perfectly still.

      He didn’t so much as blink an eye.

      He watched in horror as Hannah faded right before his very eyes.

      She was there.

      Then she wasn’t.

      The only sound was the echo of the clock’s chimes.

      They seemed to go on forever and ever.

      He could still taste her lips on his.

      Could feel her.

      She had been real.

      But she was no longer standing there.

      Martinique couldn’t bring himself to move.

      He just stood there. Staring into empty space.

      Waiting for Hannah to reappear.

      Uncle Nathaniel’s words echoed through his head.

      Vaughn traveled through the rip in time over and over again.

      Without warning.

      You must not fall in love.
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      Hannah ran upstairs to her bedroom, her boots padding on the carpet runner on the hardwood stairs.

      Somewhere in the back of her mind, it registered that there had been no carpet runner on the stairs in 1806.

      Another notch of evidence that she had indeed been back in time.

      She opened the door to her room. The same room she’d used before she’d gone back in time and the same room that Martinique called his.

      The four-poster bed was there. But the quilt was dark gray, not the light blue it had been in the past.

      The trunk was there. With its missing trim on one corner.

      And her suitcase sat there next to the armoire.

      Her iPad was there on the chair exactly where she’d left it.

      Her phone was on the nightstand.

      She let out a deep breath.

      Home.

      She was back in her own time.

      It was what she wanted. Right?

      Her hands shaking, she walked to the nightstand and picked her phone.

      Slid it open.

      Four voice mails. A bunch of text messages.

      Apparently, the world kept going whether she was there or not.

      A humbling thought.

      She sat on the edge of the bed and played the messages.

      Martha Black was looking for her.

      Apparently, Jerry had come and gone.

      Martha was… concerned.

      She stared at the last message. Let her phone transcribe it before playing it.

      She hadn’t heard her mother’s voice in over five years.

      She’d left home the day she’d graduated from high school.

      In fact, her car had been packed that day. The day she’d walked across the stage.

      She wouldn’t let her mother take graduation from her.

      Even though she had no family there at the ceremony.

      No family there when she’d graduated college either.

      But she didn’t do it for them.

      She succeeded for herself.

      In spite of them.

      The transcription was sketchy. Apple never was good at understanding southern with a slight drawl.

      Holding her breath, she tapped play.

      Her mother’s voice brought back a whole host of memories.

      Not all of them were bad.

      But mostly it brought back the memory of the last words her mother had said to her.

      You’re just like your father. You’ll never amount to anything.

      Hannah shook off the memory. Put it back in its box where it belonged and listened to the message.

      “Hannah. It’s your mother. I heard you was working over at the plantation. I’ve been trying to find you. Come by the house. I need to give you something.”

      Hannah played the message again.

      Her mother sounded the same as she remembered.

      She couldn’t get in touch with her because Hannah hadn’t given her mother her phone number.

      And it wasn’t a house. It was a trailer.

      Hannah’s gut reaction was an emphatic no way in hell.

      But she had to admit that her curiosity was piqued. And it was a nice distraction from her trip through time.

      She flipped through her text messages, but her attention kept coming back to her mother’s phone call.

      Even so, she could still feel Martinique’s lips against hers.

      She lowered her phone to her lap and closed her eyes.

      He had been real.

      Or had he?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 48

          

        

      

    

    
      Martinique sat down on the steps and stared into space.

      Into the foyer.

      He barely noticed the scent of fresh flowers on the little table next to the clock.

      The clock ticked off the seconds. The minutes.

      But Hannah didn’t return.

      Reginald came out from the study and did a double-take as he looked at Martinique.

      “What are you doing?” Reginald asked.

      Martinique shook his head.

      He tried to swallow the lump in his throat, but it only made him want to gag.

      He might be sick. He certainly couldn’t speak.

      He lowered his head and put his hands over his eyes.

      “Are you all right?” Reginald asked.

      Martinique didn’t respond one way or the other.

      He couldn’t.

      His mind was frozen.

      He heard footsteps coming down the stairs toward him. His mother. He could tell by the sound of the footsteps on the wood and the swish of her skirts.

      She stopped just behind him.

      “What’s wrong with Martinique?” she asked.

      “I don’t know,” Reginald said. “He must have caught something from Uncle Nathaniel. Doc’s on his way. He can look at both of them.”

      Martinique was shaking his head.

      He didn’t want Doc or anybody else looking at him.

      He just wanted to be left alone.

      Didn’t they understand?

      The love of his life had just disappeared into thin air.

      And if Hannah was anything at all like Vaughn, who had also been from another time and had also disappeared, she may never be back.

      Martinique didn’t think he could bear it.

      He stood up and, without looking at either his mother or Reginald, he walked away blindly.

      He didn’t know where.

      Just not here.

      Away.

      He wanted to be alone.

      No one would understand.

      No one could understand.

      It wasn’t something that happened to people.

      To meet a girl. To fall in love.

      Then to have her disappear. Right in front of him.

      There was no doubt. No wondering what happened to her.

      He could talk to Uncle Nathaniel.

      Uncle Nathaniel was the only one who might understand.

      Did Vaughn disappear in front of him?

      If not, it was probably better.

      Watching Hannah disappear was like watching someone die.

      He didn’t need that.

      Didn’t need to watch her leave him at all, much less just disappear.

      He walked out the back door, not even bothering to close it behind him.

      What difference did it make anyway?

      He walked straight to Uncle Nathaniel’s cottage, went inside, closed the door, and sat down on the couch.

      Nothing mattered without Hannah.

      There had to be a way to get her back.

      Uncle Nathaniel would know.
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      Hannah drove to her mother’s trailer.

      It seemed silly to drive such a short distance.

      But no matter what, she was a product of her time period.

      Driving is what people do.

      She wasn’t in 1806 anymore.

      The house looked worse.

      Or maybe she was just seeing it differently.

      She’d hated it when she lived there. Seeing it again didn’t bring back any loving feelings.

      It hadn’t all been bad.

      When it was just her and her mother, her mother was rarely home.

      She was always working.

      At least her mother had that going for her.

      She had held down a job.

      That’s probably why she didn’t think much of Hannah.

      Now that you’re a senior, you should get a job. Go to work. Help out around here.

      Hannah and her mother had fought about that every single day from the summer after her junior year until the day Hannah had packed up her things to leave home.

      Hannah couldn’t make the straight A’s she’d made and practice her piano and go to work.

      At the time, Hannah had hoped to be a professional piano player, but her mother had put it down and put it down until it was beaten out of her.

      Things had only gotten worse when Hannah had started applying to colleges. She quickly learned to hide her applications from her mother and stopped talking about it.

      Hannah had gone as far away as she could.

      She’d been accepted to a lot of colleges, but had chosen Southaven.

      But Southaven was a two-year college which she’d quickly outgrown and she’d ended up back at the University of Southern Mississippi after all.

      She couldn’t afford out of state tuition, so here she was.

      It all came back to this place. To her mother.

      Her mother believed that work involved at the least an eight-hour day — with overtime whenever possible.

      Working for someone else.

      Always working for someone else.

      Her mother had nearly blown a gasket at the idea of Hannah going to college to study music.

      Insisted that all those hours playing the piano were wasted.

      Of course they didn’t have a piano in the house. Hannah had to play at school.

      She got out of the car and closed the door.

      It was time to get this over with. Get it over with and get back to work.

      Geez.

      What a mess.

      Here she was. Back here, just minutes from where she’d grown up.

      The place she’d tried so hard to get away from.

      Working. Just like her mother wanted her to.

      Sort of.

      Her new job actually involved giving her opinion about things that mattered.

      And…

      Her new job had inadvertently given her Martinique.

      The only problem with Martinique is that he lived over two hundred years ago.
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      The great thing about Uncle Nathaniel’s cottage was that everyone avoided it.

      Martinique stayed in the cottage for two days and not one person came around.

      He slept a lot and didn’t bother to shave.

      He barely ate anything at all. The only thing Uncle Nathaniel had to drink was bourbon and tea that tasted even worse.

      Mostly he sat and stared into the fireplace. Kept the little flames going with twigs Uncle Nathaniel kept in a basket next to the hearth.

      Thinking about Hannah.

      Replaying the feel of his arms around her. The feel of her lips against his.

      Contemplating so many things.

      Like how it would have been so much better if she’d merely rebuffed him. Turned him down flat.

      At least then he would have a reason to be disillusioned with her. A reason to move on, knowing that she didn’t want to marry him.

      Instead, he had no reason not to be madly in love with her.

      He couldn’t stop thinking about what could have been.

      How they could have had a good life together.

      He might have taken her back to Virginia with him.

      They would have had beautiful children together.

      Instead, all he had was the memory of her beauty.

      Her long dark hair. Her lush lips. Her eyes as green as the bluegrass fields of home.

      He’d never love another.

      She was his one true love.

      For two days, he avoided everyone.

      Two days of staying alone.

      Wallowing in his despondency.

      He would have spent the rest of the trip there, too, if it had been left up to him.

      But after those two days, Uncle Nathaniel walked into the house.

      “What are you doing in here?” Uncle Nathaniel asked when he found Martinique lying on the couch in front of the fireplace.

      Martinique stared at his uncle for a minute, trying to decide if he was seeing a ghost.

      He hadn’t thought his uncle was going to survive his weak heart.

      “I’m just taking some time,” he said, looking away from his uncle back to the little fire.

      “You’ve got it too hot in here,” Uncle Nathaniel said, going to open a window and letting a breeze flow through the room.

      Martinique shivered and wrapped a blanket more tightly around his shoulders.

      “Get up,” Uncle Nathaniel said, tugging the blanket away from Martinique.

      “What’s the use?” Martinique asked.

      Uncle Nathaniel sat down, holding the blanket in his lap.

      “Everyone is asking about you,” he said.

      “They know where I am,” Martinique said petulantly, picking up a small velvet pillow and wrapping his arms around it. “Why didn’t they just come here and see for themselves?”

      Truthfully, he was glad to have the privacy. He didn’t want to be around anybody right now.

      “They didn’t want to know that bad,” Uncle Nathaniel said.

      Martinique looked crossly at his uncle.

      “Is it so hard to just let someone have some time to themselves?”

      “Two days,” Uncle Nathaniel said.

      “How’s your heart?” Martinique asked, his good manners so ingrained, he couldn’t shake them.

      “Oh…” Uncle Nathaniel said. “It’s my heart that’s broken, all right. But not the one everyone thinks.”

      “It’s the heart that belongs to Vaughn,” Martinique said.

      “You’re a very perceptive boy,” Uncle Nathaniel said. “That. And I think we have an unexpected kinship.”

      Martinique tapped the little pillow. He felt the first little kindling of hope he’d had since he’d watched Hannah disappear in front of him.

      “How do we get them back?” he asked.
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      “Come on in here,” Mama said when she saw Hannah standing outside the screen door.

      The door squeaked on its hinges just like it had the day she’d left home.

      How was that even possible?

      Mama was standing in the middle of the living room floor behind a big metal ironing board, drawing an iron across a light brown shirt. Her uniform.

      Smoke from a cigarette she held in the corner of her mouth swirled around her.

      She deftly flipped the shirt over to the back and ran the steaming iron over the cotton material. Two swipes, then slid it to the other side.

      Just like she’d been doing for as long as Hannah had known her.

      Hannah held the door to keep it from slamming shut as she stepped inside the double-wide.

      “You’re skinny,” Mamma said, the cigarette bobbing with every word.

      Hannah nodded. Tamping down her gut reaction to her mother’s words. Her mother meant them as an insult, but they were in fact a compliment.

      “Day off?” Mamma asked. “I heard you were working over at the big house.”

      Mama thought Hannah was doing some kind of hourly work. A housekeeper maybe. A maid or a cook.

      “Something like that,” she said.

      The house looked the same.

      Worn couch. Dishes in the sink.

      Carpet frayed and pulled away from the walls.

      Things she’d ignored or rather tried to ignore when she lived there.

      It baffled her that Mama worked so hard and still lived this way.

      “How did you get my phone number?” Hannah asked, mostly to stop Mama’s scrutiny.

      “Martha Black’s secretary come into the diner,” Mama said, putting a sleeve into place and running the iron over it. “Asked if I’d talked to you.”

      She’d somehow managed to forget about that small-town dynamic.

      Everybody knew everything about everybody as if was just expected.

      No sense in getting mad about it.

      It was just the way things were around here.

      Mama hung the shirt on a plastic hanger and pulled the next one out of a basket. She’d been to the laundromat. How many hours did her mama waste sitting in that laundromat just waiting on the clothes to wash and dry?”

      This shirt, same color, was bigger. A man’s shirt.

      “Where’s your husband?” Hannah asked. For the life of her, she couldn’t remember his name.

      “He up and left couple of years ago.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Hannah said.

      Mama shook out the shirt, then smoothed it out on the ironing board. So Mama was ironing for extra money.

      “What do you need?” Hannah asked, trying hard not to be irritated that her mother didn’t bother to stop ironing long enough to greet her, much less sit down and talk for a minute.

      Mama took the cigarette out of her mouth and tapped the ashes into a plate behind her.

      Hannah saw the lines around her mouth then.

      Much deeper than they were before.

      It had been about five years. Her mother had aged twice that. Behind the smoke, she saw that her mother’s hair, pulled back severely at the back of her neck, was graying.

      Mama never had been one to go to the salon. Said it was a waste of money.

      “I got something you might want,” Mama said.

      Hannah crossed her arms. What could Mama possibly have that she could want?

      Mama worked herself to the bone just to pay for this trailer.

      Finally, Mama set the iron down.

      “I’ll be right back,” she said. “Started to throw it away, but figured the least I could do was save it for you. Looked like something you’d like to have.”

      Hannah rubbed her elbows and covered her mouth with her sleeve.

      When she got back to the house, she would take a shower. Wash away the stench of cigarette smoke.

      She’d put that out of her mind, too.

      A minute later, Mama came back with a book wrapped with leather ties in her hand.

      She laid it on the couch and went back to her position at the ironing board.

      “What is it?” Hannah asked, annoyed that she had to ask.

      Mama picked up her cigarette.  Stuck it in her mouth and took a long pull.

      “Some gibberish your daddy wrote down,” Mama said. “Think he was writing a book or something.”
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      Martinique and Uncle Nathaniel talked late into the night.

      They had a glass or two of that awful bourbon and Uncle Nathaniel closed the window so their voices wouldn’t carry to the ears of others.

      With the darkness came cooler air and Uncle Nathaniel got the fire going again.

      Martinique sat on the couch, his feet propped up on an ottoman and his uncle sat next to him in a chair, relaxed with his feet up, too.

      They were quite the pair.

      Anyone seeing them would have thought they were just two men sitting around talking nonsense.

      But Uncle Nathaniel told Martinique everything he knew about Vaughn. Everything from the moment he first saw her and everything she told him.

      There wasn’t much, really, that he hadn’t already told him. But Martinique soaked in every word.

      From there they speculated.

      “The old Indian cast a spell,” Uncle Nathaniel said, swirling his drink.

      “And it was storming,” Martinique said, watching a stick of wood break in half, sending up a flurry of sparks. “Do you think the storm has anything to do with the time travel?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” Uncle Nathaniel said. “Maybe.”

      Martinique tapped his glass. He really was wishing for a good glass of wine.

      “Where was she exactly?” he asked. “When you first saw her.”

      Uncle Nathaniel stood up and refilled his glass with bourbon. He went back to the fireplace and leaned against the mantle.

      “I didn’t tell you?” he asked, his brows furrowed.

      “I don’t think so,” Martinique said. Had he? They’d talked about everything. Over and over.

      “Right there,” Uncle Nathaniel said, gesturing toward the window. “I built the house right over the spot.”

      “You built the house there?”

      “Yes,” Uncle Nathaniel said, sitting back down in his chair.

      “You’re certain?”

      “Of course,” Uncle Nathaniel said. “It’s not something I would forget. I had planted an oak tree not six yards from there. That’s how I remembered the spot.”

      “Which part?” Martinique asked.

      His uncle hadn’t told him this.

      He’d just told him that Vaughn had been outside when he’d found her, crouching down, soaking wet.

      “Which part?” Uncle Nathaniel didn’t seem to understand the question.

      Martinique sat forward, holding his glass in both hands.

      “The exact spot is right where I built the foyer.”

      And that was the exact spot where Martinique had first seen Hannah.
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      Hannah had never met her father.

      She had seen a picture of him, over at her grandparents’ house.

      They had talked about him some. What he was like.

      But they never talked about what had happened to him.

      Hannah had been too young at the time to wonder if he had just left or if he had died.

      Later, when she’d asked her mother, Mama would just start ranting about how he’d left her there with a house to pay for and a kid to raise.

      Hanna had learned not to ask.

      Then she’d gotten busy and stopped wondering.

      For the most part.

      It was one of those unknowns that she just accepted about her life. Her whole childhood was something that she tucked away in the dark recesses of her mind. Best forgotten.

      But she sat in the middle of her bed in the Becquerel Plantation house, the little journal open in front of her.

      She was halfway through reading it a second time.

      The first time, she’d just barreled through it, hanging on every word.

      When she got to the end of it, her sleeve was damp from wiping her eyes.

      But now she read it more carefully. Looking for details.

      After getting back from her mother’s house, Hannah had taken a quick shower, then climbed into bed to read her father’s words.

      Her father’s handwriting was precise and clear. Easy to read.

      She hadn’t even known her father’s name until now.

      It was Daniel.

      And he had a way with words. She understood how her mother had thought it was a book her father had been writing.

      There weren’t a lot of details. Mostly just impressions. And questions.

      What her mother saw as gibberish was an accounting of her father’s experiences.

      Of course, her mother would have no way of knowing that, just as Hannah wouldn’t have known before a few days ago.

      Some of his words particularly resonated with Hannah. Some of his expressions mirrored hers.

      I saw a ghost that day. A lovely girl wearing modern shorts and a sleep shirt standing on the stairs.

      Sometimes I think I hallucinate my old world.

      She turned the page and a tin photograph fell out of the book.

      It was a photo of a man, woman, and child standing on the front veranda of this very house.

      But the woman was wearing a hoop skirt in an unidentifiable color and the little girl was wearing a smaller version.

      Hannah smiled.

      The little girl looked happy, while the adults had the stern expressions people in old photos always wore.

      She flipped the picture over. Someone had written on it.

      April 1873

      Beatrice and Daniel Becquerel and Alice

      Her mother had never told her that her father was a Becquerel.

      She turned the picture back over and studied the man.

      It was hard to see details in the black and white photo, but she pulled it close anyway.

      There was something on his chin. She wiped at it, thinking it was a smear of some sort.

      It looked like a little scar.

      She set it on the quilt in front of her and kept reading.

      Father had lived in town, in Natchez, but according to the journal, he’d spent some time visiting his cousins here, at the plantation outside of town.

      That’s where he and Mama had met.

      Their marriage hadn’t lasted because he’d run off.

      After Hannah was born, he’d left without a word.

      But he hadn’t actually run off.

      He’d come over here to talk to Jonathan about taking a job.

      Hannah was fuzzy on what had happened after that.

      But putting the pieces together of what had happened to her and what her father had written, she knew one thing.

      Her father had gone back in time.

      She smoothed out the worn corners of the journal.

      Did that mean that she really had Vaughn’s blood running through her veins?
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      The next morning, Martinique and Uncle Nathaniel walked around the main house.

      They’d both needed some fresh air, so they’d taken a walk outside.

      Besides, they needed the fresh perspective.

      The air was warm today, a preview of the hot summer days to come.

      “We could go inside,” Martinique said.

      “We could,” Uncle Nathaniel said. “but we both know what it looks like. Besides, we might have a hard time explaining what we’re doing.”

      Martinique looked at his uncle. This was one of those occasions when his uncle said things that made very little sense.

      “We’re just looking,” Martinique said.

      Uncle Nathaniel looked at him crossways.

      “Do you want to explain that to our family?” he asked.

      Maybe he did make sense after all.

      “Not a chance,” he said.

      Uncle Nathaniel watched the front door to the house.

      Martinique’s stomach growled as the scent of bacon wafted from the outdoor kitchen.

      Bacon and biscuits and eggs.

      “We could go inside to eat breakfast though,” he said.

      Uncle Nathaniel laughed.

      “All right,” he said. “But you get to do the explaining.”

      “Might be worth it,” Martinique said.

      He couldn’t even remember the last time he’d eaten.

      Some time before Hannah had left.

      That’s how he’d come to think of her disappearance. Leaving.

      It made so much more sense in his head.

      He’d spent two days trying to come to terms that he’d fallen in love with a woman from another time.

      His mind had done a much better job of accepting the idea that she had left.

      A trip.

      And she would be coming back.

      If he could figure out how to bring her home.

      He and Uncle Nathaniel had talked it through. And finally decided that just sitting on their hands and waiting wasn’t going to do it.

      They went in through the back, saving the foyer until after they’d eaten.

      Martinique needed something on his stomach before confronting the first — and last — time he’d seen Hannah.

      Fortunately, they’d come in before Martinique’s family was up, but unfortunately Reginald was already up.

      He was standing next to the sideboard filling his plate with potatoes and eggs.

      “There you two are,” he said, handing them both a plate. “Missed the good food, did you?”

      “You knew it had to happen,” Uncle Nathaniel said. “Martinique couldn’t take much more of my cooking.”

      Martinique just shook his head.

      He knew perfectly well that Uncle Nathaniel could send over here for anything he wanted.

      As the three of them sat down to eat, Reginald looked from one to the other of them.

      “All right,” he said, leaning back in his chair. “I have a feeling you two have been up to something.”
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      Hannah sat at the dining room table, her father’s leather journal open in front of her, alongside the Becquerel Bible she’d found tucked away in a box.

      The pages of the Bible were thin, but in the middle, the pages were thick with lines and lines and more lines of births, deaths, and marriages.

      A whole lineage of people that ended in a quandary.

      Several sheets of paper and colored ink pens spread around the table.

      She blew out a breath, and shoved her hair out of her face, pulling it around to her left shoulder.

      It was quiet in the house. Jerry would be back next week. And, of course, there was no one else here.

      The quiet house had an eerie feel to it, but she wasn’t the least bit afraid. She’d spent time among the ones many people would call ghosts.

      And they weren’t least bit scary. They were actually quite nice.

      Besides that, she’d fallen in love with one of them.

      Martinique Laurent.

      She bit into a grilled cheese sandwich she’d just made and ate it while she went over her notes.

      She’d gone over it and over it, but it made no sense.

      She ran a finger lightly over Martinique’s name again. Born 1782.

      1782. Over two hundred years ago.

      The other information, including his date of death and wife’s name were smudged, but he had two children.

      Taylor and Paige Laurent.

      Paige.

      Paige was Hannah’s middle name.

      Hannah Paige Sinclair.

      Every time she saw those words on the page, she forgot what she was thinking about.

      Martinique had no way of knowing what her middle name was.

      She hadn’t told him.

      It was just chance.

      It had to be.

      But it still sent off a flutter of butterflies in her stomach.

      She turned the pages and tried a different tactic.

      Instead of trying to work forward, back in Martinique’s time, she tried looking at everything from most recent back.

      Vaughn and Jonathan had a child named Anna.

      Anna had two children. Ericka and Bradley.

      There were no notations about them.

      But there was another child.

      Arabella.

      Vaughn was too old to have been Arabella’s mother.

      Maybe she was adopted.

      There was another Erika Becquerel—her name added in back in the early 1800s and a child named Arabella.

      That wasn’t unusual.

      Families often named children after other family members.

      It was just…

      Some of the names were written on the sides. As though they were an afterthought.

      The whole thing made her head spin.

      She finished her sandwich and got up to stretch.

      If she had Becquerel blood, she couldn’t figure out where it came from.

      There were no entries with her father’s name anywhere.

      She gave up and went to stand in front of the grandfather clock.

      She tapped her pen against her palm.

      No matter how hard she looked, the only thing unusual was Martinique’s name. He really and truly existed.

      And he had a child with her middle name.

      The grandfather clock was quiet.

      It needed winding and she didn’t have the key.

      Maybe when Jerry came back next week, he would remember to leave it with her.
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      Martinique stood next to Uncle Nathaniel in the foyer of the main house.

      They watched the clock steadily ticking away the minutes.

      Martinique felt a little bit ridiculous standing here. Contemplating not the possibility of time travel, but how to make someone travel back in time.

      The whole thing was ridiculous.

      “You know, Uncle Nathaniel,” he said. “I’m not sure—”

      “There you are,” Mother said, coming to the top of the stairs. “I was just about to come over there and bring you back.”

      She looked at Uncle Nathaniel. “Hello Nathaniel,” she said, with an obvious coolness in her voice.

      “Hello, Mrs. Laurent,” he said, with a polite nod. “It’s a pleasure to see you again.”

      Mother came downstairs with an elegance only she could pull off.

      “I hope you’ll excuse us,” she said. “I need to have a word with my son.”

      Without waiting for Martinique to acknowledge her summons, she walked past them into the parlor and sat on the couch.

      “I guess I’m in trouble,” Martinique said, then dutifully followed his mother into the parlor.

      Mother patted the couch next to her.

      “I need to talk with you about something,” she said.

      “Of course, Mother,” Martinique sat next to his mother and gave her his undivided attention.

      When his mother spoke to him, he had no choice. His father had boxed his ears a few times when Martinique was a youngster when he failed to show his mother the proper respect due a lady, his mother in particular.

      Martinique considered himself a fast learner.

      After all, he knew three languages. Could cipher as well as anyone. And could hold his own on the back of a horse.

      His mother clasped her hands in her lap.

      Anytime his mother did that, he knew that she was about to give him some task. One that he may or may not be inclined to carry out.

      Either way, he would do it.

      His father no longer boxed Martinique’s ears, but the memory was indelibly imprinted on Martinique’s nature.

      “It’s come to my attention,” Mother said. “that we’ve neglected you in some way.”

      “Neglected?” Martinique stared at his mother, truly perplexed. Martinique had everything a man could want.

      One thing he’d never felt was neglected.

      “I don’t understand,” he said. “I’ve never felt neglected by either you or Father. Well…” he paused. “except maybe when it comes to Julianna, but she’s too charming to hold it against her.”

      His mother looked at him with the same expression she’d used when he tried to bring a frog to the dinner table.

      An expression that wondered how he came up with such a notion to begin with, much less entertained it.

      “At any rate,” Mother said. “I’ve spoken to your father and we’ve come up with a solution to this problem we’ve inadvertently created.”

      Uncle Nathaniel walked past the parlor and pointed to the door.

      Martinique nodded. His uncle would go ahead and Martinique would meet him back at the cottage as soon as he could.

      “Martinique,” Mother said. “please pay attention. This is important.”

      Martinique smile to himself. His mother had used this tone with him since he was a child.

      Sometimes, it seemed, she forgot that he was an adult now.

      Twenty-four to be exact.

      He didn’t hold it against her though.

      He was, after all, her first born child.

      “I’m listening, Mother,” Martinique said. “It’s just Uncle Nathaniel and I are working on something.”

      “Yes, I know.”

      And Martinique didn’t doubt that his mother did indeed know. Sometimes he thought she must have eyes in the back of her head.

      “Martinique,” Mother said. “Your father and I have decided that it’s time you took a wife.”
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      Hannah put away her papers. The old family Bible. Her father’s leather journal.

      Visiting her mother hadn’t been the most pleasant experience she’d ever had, but it hadn’t been the worst either.

      In truth, it was about what she’d expected.

      Nothing had changed.

      Nothing except that Hannah got the distinct impression that her mother was secretly gloating that Hannah had joined the ranks of the working class.

      And right here on her old stomping ground to boot.

      In her mother’s eyes, Hannah had come home and gone to work like a good girl. Pulling an hourly wage.

      Her mother had no clue what she really did.

      But it didn’t matter.

      She’d come here because of the impression Vaughn and Jonathan Becquerel had made on her all those years ago.

      And because there were some things about this house and family that she wanted to better understand.

      When she’d taken the job, she’d had no idea just how personal those things would turn out to be.

      She flipped the lights off downstairs and started up the stairs.

      Just as she reached the landing, she heard the distinct sound of the grandfather clock.

      She turned and looked back down toward the foyer, her heart in her throat.

      But there was nothing there except for an empty space between her and front door.

      The soft carpet of the stair runner was firmly beneath her feet.

      The ticking of the grandfather clock faded away into the background.

      She’d imagined it, of course.

      There was no way the clock was ticking.

      And there was no way that she was going to return to the past.

      In fact, she’d all but convinced herself that she’d merely imagined the whole thing.

      Martinique was nothing more than a figment of her imagination.

      A man she’d created in her head to help her make sense of everything.

      And now she knew that she came by these fanciful thoughts honestly.

      Her mother had been right all those years ago.

      Hannan did indeed take after her father.

      And contrary to what her mother wanted her to believe, Hannah knew in her heart that it was a good thing.

      Taking after her father was a blessing.

      No matter what her mother said.

      Living away from home had taught her another thing, too.

      She was glad she had gone to see her mother one more time.

      But she never had to go back there again.

      Being related didn’t obligate her to have her mother in her life.
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      Hannah buried herself in taking inventory for the next three days.

      Besides pages and pages of everything from cups and saucers to needlepoint supplies, she lugged three large garbage bags out to the garbage can.

      She threw out things that were obviously of no value. Like cracked and chipped plates. There were also some things in the pantry like boxes of stale crackers and outdated cans of tuna that needed to go.

      While she worked, her thoughts were free to wander.

      And they soon beat a worn path to Martinique.

      She’ tried telling herself that she’d imagined the whole thing. That is wasn’t real.

      But those days in 1806 really had happened.

      Dark clouds were coming from the west. There was going to be a storm tonight. She didn’t even have to check the radar on her phone to see that.

      She dragged the fourth garbage bag out to the garbage can and heaved it into the can. When the metal fell back, a cat screeched and ran off.

      Hannah put a hand over her heart.

      Geez. She was jumpy.

      She hadn’t been afraid being here in the house alone.

      Walking back inside the quiet deserted house, she supposed most people would be a bit nervous.

      But what she’d first thought was a ghost, was actually a man.

      A man in another time.

      And she’d been there. She’d met his family.

      She liked them, especially his Uncle Nathaniel, even if his mother did make her nervous.

      What were they doing now?

      Did they even notice she wasn’t there any more?

      No telling how this time travel thing worked. They might not even remember her at all.

      The realization made her sad for some reason.

      It was sad to think that she’d met people that she really liked and they may not even remember her.

      Of course, to be perfectly honest with herself, Martinique was the one she really, really liked.

      She stood in front of the silent grandfather clock.

      It was time to stop for the night anyway.

      Once she started working, she had a tendency to lose track of time.

      She pulled her phone out of her back pocket.

      It was seven thirty.

      She sighed.

      Definitely time to stop and make something to eat.

      She could drive into town, but it was too much trouble. She’d just make something here.

      She was probably going to turn into a grilled cheese sandwich.

      Just as she turned around, a flash of lightning shot through the front door window, a rumble of thunder following right behind it.

      Blinded by the flash, she blinked quickly.

      As the flash faded, she saw… her.

      An elegant woman wearing a solid black ball gown. Long skirts and a white shawl around her shoulders.

      If she’d been holding a magic wand and had glitter around her, she would have looked exactly like a fairy godmother.
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      Martinique stood with Uncle Nathaniel in the parlor of his uncle’s cottage.

      They were both dressed in full dress evening wear. Martinique wore a double-breasted coat made of gray wool. They both wore white stockings with black buckled shoes.

      Normally, Martinique enjoyed dressing up for social events, but tonight he was quite cross about it.

      “We could just stay in,” he said. “Drink some bourbon and smoke a cigar.”

      Uncle Nathaniel scoffed. “You don’t even like bourbon.”

      “I like it better than meeting a bunch of husband-hunting women.” Martinique straightened his jacket.

      The outfit was brand new. His mother had made sure he had the best to wear tonight.

      They were planning to return to Virginia next week and his mother was determined that he have a wife to take back with him.

      There were a lot more available women here around Natchez than there were back where they lived in Virginia. Or so his parents seemed to think.

      “It might not be as bad as you think,” Uncle Nathaniel said.

      Martinique cut his eyes at his uncle. “How would you feel if you were the one they were determined to find a wife for?”

      Uncle Nathaniel turned away. “I wouldn’t do it,” he said.

      Martinique went to the sideboard and poured himself a glass of bourbon. He took a deep breath and drank it down all at once.

      Then he turned back to his uncle. “Help me understand how you think I should have to go through this when you don’t.

      Uncle Nathaniel shrugged.

      “Well…” he said. “you’re younger than me. And you don’t have a brother.”

      “What does that have anything to do with anything?”

      Uncle Nathaniel lifted his hands, palms up. “You need heirs. That’s what your parents are concerned with, you know.”

      Martinique blew out his breath and looked away.

      Then he turned back to face his uncle.

      “You don’t think she’s coming back, do you?”

      Uncle Nathaniel shrugged. Then shook his head.

      “You don’t think you could have already told me this?” Martinique paced to the window and looked toward the main house.

      People were arriving already. Elegantly dressed men and women driving up in carriages.

      Maybe the single women wouldn’t bother to show up. After all, they’d never met Martinique. Why would they be interested in meeting him?

      “I hoped I was wrong,” Uncle Nathaniel said.

      Martinique turned back. Uncle Nathaniel suddenly looked older. And resigned.

      “I’m sorry,” Martinique said.

      He’d only been thinking of himself when he knew that Uncle Nathaniel had gone through the same thing. Perhaps even worse.

      Uncle Nathaniel had been betrothed to Vaughn whereas Martinique had only just met Hannah, despite his claim to Reginald that they were betrothed.

      “We might as well get it over with,” Martinique said.

      Together, the two men left the cottage and walked toward the main house

      He wasn’t sure which one of them dragged his feet more.
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      “Do you know what day it is?” Vaughn asked over her shoulder as she gathered up her skirts and put a hand on the banister.

      Hannah just looked blankly at her. “It’s Saturday.”

      “Come on,” Vaughn said. “we have much to do. The ball is tonight.”

      “What ball?” Hannah asked.

      “Why… the Becquerel ball,” Vaughn said, stopping halfway up the stairs and looking back at Hannah.

      Hannah remembered someone saying something about a ball but it wasn’t supposed to be until the end of the month.

      “Are you talking about the one… in… the past?” Hannah asked.

      “Of course.” Vaughn turned again. “Come on.”

      “It’s later in the month.”

      Vaughn sighed. “Perhaps it was. But time travel is sometimes tricky and doesn’t always work in a linear fashion.”

      “I see,” Hannah said, but stayed firmly in place.

      Vaughn looked younger than the woman she’d met when she was eight years old. Vaughn wasn’t even supposed to be alive.

      That, in fact, was why Hannah was here. She was working with Vaughn’s estate.

      “It’s tonight,” Vaughn said, her impatience growing.

      Hannah gave up and followed Vaughn up the stairs.

      “What does that have to do with me?” Hannah asked as they reached the landing.

      Vaughn, a slim woman, was about Hannah’s height. Hannah remembered her as being much taller. Of course, she had been eight.

      But still, to have such a large presence, Vaughn was surprisingly normal looking.

      Vaughn put her hands on her hips.

      “Martinique will be at the ball.”

      The rain was coming down in torrents now and the thunder was coming in regularly.

      “Martinique,” Hannah said, her voice catching on his name.

      “Yes,” Vaughn said. “I’ve learned a lot about time travel over the years, but I still have no control over it. I’d really like to get you dressed properly so if it does happen, you’ll be ready.”

      A glimmer of hope, the first one she’d had in several days, flashed through Hannah.

      “You think we can go back there?”

      Lightning flashed through the window as Vaughn took her arm. “I do think there’s a very good chance.”

      A very good chance.

      Hannah had decided the whole thing was nothing but chance and she had all but given up hope that it was more than just a one time incident.

      “All right, then,” Hannah said.

      “Are the trunks still in the attic?” Vaughn asked.

      Hannah shook her head. “I think Jerry brought everything down and put all the trunks in the bedroom at the end of the hall.”

      “Very good,” Vaughn said. “I think I have just the outfit for you.”

      As the two of them went upstairs and down the hall, Vaughn’s sense of urgency rubbed off on Hannah.

      “Is it the same time in… 1806 as it is here?” Hannah asked as she and Vaughn walking into the bedroom with the trunks Jerry had brought down from the attic.

      “Time stays pretty much the same.” Vaughn went straight to a trunk that had two leather straps buckled around it.

      “But sometimes,” she said. “things get a little off kilter.”

      Hannah knelt beside Vaughn as she opened the trunk.

      “Like skipping some weeks,” she said.

      Vaughn dug around some clothing items and pulled out a long satin dress in an off-white color.

      “Oh dear,” she said. “Time hasn’t been kind to this dress.” She handed it to Hannah.

      The dress was obviously old and Vaughn was right. It hadn’t held up well over hundreds of years.

      “This is really old,” Hannah said, running her hand over a particularly discolored spot.

      “Too bad I’m not a real fairy God-mother,” Vaughn said, with a little smile. “I could wave my magic wand and make it look brand new.”

      “Yes,” Hannah said, sitting back on her heels to study Vaughn.

      For a woman who was supposed to be dead, Vaughn looked quite healthy and lovely.

      “How are you…?” Hannah stopped herself. It didn’t seem polite to ask how a woman who was supposed to be dead was alive.

      Vaughn pulled stacks of clothing out of the trunk and set them on the floor beside the trunk.

      “There’s no good answer to that question,” Vaughn said. “I’m sure that someday there will be a scientist somewhere who can figure it out. Or not. It’s just one of those mysteries of the universe. I don’t think we’re supposed to understand.”

      She pulled out a dress in a lovely greige — a mixture of gray and beige.

      “Oh,” Vaughn said. “I’d forgotten about this one.”

      Hannah ran her hand over the soft velvet. “This one’s beautiful,” she said. “And it looks almost like new.”

      She jumped at a crash of thunder that sounded more like an explosion.

      “We have to hurry,” Vaughn said. “Or none of this will matter.”
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      Martinique stood in the parlor, his back against the fireplace, swirling a glass of bourbon.

      When he got back to Virginia, he hoped he’d never have to drink bourbon again.

      The furniture had been pushed back against the wall to allow people to dance, but so far, no once seemed interested in dancing.

      There were several small groups of people standing around talking. When people went months, maybe years, without social gatherings, it was no wonder all they wanted to do was talk.

      Fortunately, his mother hadn’t come down yet to start the process of introducing him to favorable potential wives.

      The thought left a bitter taste in his mouth.

      He had no interest in meeting anyone, much less considering anyone for marriage.

      He’d already chosen the girl he wanted to marry.

      The only problem was she didn’t exist yet.

      Uncle Nathaniel looked about as unhappy as Martinique felt.

      Martinique wondered if time lessened the loss of one’s love enough to move on.

      From the looks of Uncle Nathaniel, he didn’t think so.

      There was a three-piece orchestra across the hall, their music providing a background for the conversations.

      “I’ll be right back,” Uncle Nathaniel said.

      “Where are you going?” Martinique asked. He and his uncle were supposed to be in this thing together.

      “I’ll be right back.” Uncle Nathaniel set his glass on the mantle. “Don’t go anywhere.”

      “Funny.” Martinique drained his glass and watched his uncle step into the foyer.

      Uncle Nathaniel froze, looking up toward the landing.

      The music stopped right at that moment, leaving only conversations that seemed hushed in the big house.

      The grandfather clock chimed eight times.

      By the time it reached the eighth chime, Martinique had made his way over to where he could see up the stairs.

      A woman had stopped on the landing and was looking down at Uncle Nathaniel.

      She was a beautiful woman, about Uncle Nathaniel’s age. A little younger, actually.

      She was wearing a solid black gown that showed off her trim figure.

      Her hair was pulled back, giving her an elegant, serene appearance.

      But it was her expression that caught Martinique’s attention.

      She was looking right at Uncle Nathaniel.

      And he was looking at her with an expression that told Martinique everything he needed to know.

      That was Vaughn.

      That meant that Vaughn had made it back. She’d come back—or forward—through time.

      The music started back and Uncle Nathaniel walked up to the bottom of the stairs.

      Vaughn came slowly downstairs. Her eyes were damp.

      But she had a smile on her face. A smile full of love.

      Martinique stepped out back onto the veranda into the cool night air.

      He was happy for his uncle.

      But that meant that he was on his own with his own predicament.

      He leaned against the railing and looked up at the full moon.

      It also meant that if Vaughn could come back after all this time, then so could Hannah.
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      Hannah sat on the stairs and straightened the white gloves she wore. The gloves came all the way up to her elbows.

      The gloves matched the white slippers she wore. The slippers were tied with two ribbons across the instep.

      Her satin dress was greige, a color Vaughn had called brown.

      The dress, with a white velvet ribbon at the empire waist, was low cut. Almost immodestly so. There was also a white velvet ribbon at the hem. And that was just the outer layer of the dress. There was another layer, an underdress, that was white with a ruffled trim. It made the bottom of the dress bell out just a bit.

      Hannah supposed that 1806 was before the days of hoop skirts, though it was hard to believe that she was here before even hoop skirts became popular.

      When Vaughn had gotten to the landing, the clock had started to chime, and Vaughn had disappeared.

      Hannah had to believe that Vaughn had traveled through time.

      Vaughn, who was supposed to be dead.

      Time travel was a most perplexing thing.

      After Vaughn had… gone, Hannah had just sat down.

      Her heart was still pounding ninety to nothing after the whirlwind that come with Vaughn.

      Vaughn had helped her get into the dress. Showed her how to tie the shoes.

      Then she’d practically dragged her down the hallway to the top of the stairs.

      “I don’t know if this will work,” Vaughn had said. “I’ve never tried it before.”

      “Tried what?” Hannah had asked, wondering if she should be alarmed.

      “I’ve never tried to take anyone with me,” Vaughn had said. “I never had the occasion to. But… it did happen by accident once.” She bit her lip. “That’s how I thought of it.”

      “How did you know?” Hannah hadn’t had to explain her question. She knew that Vaughn would understand what she was asking. She wanted to know how Vaughn knew that Hannah was here. And that she wanted to return to Martinique.

      But Vaughn had just shaken her head.

      “Damned if I know,” Vaughn said.

      That’s when she’d disappeared.

      So whatever Vaughn had been trying to do hadn’t worked.

      The storm was still raging outside and the electricity blinked twice, then went off.

      A little tendril of fear shot up Hannah’s spine. It was the first real alarm she’d felt in the house.

      She stood up, careful on the stairs in the darkness lit only by dim flashes of lightning. There was a candle next to her bed that she could use until the power came back on.

      But before she could move, she heard music.

      It sounded like orchestra music.

      How odd.

      She turned and slowly made her way downstairs, keeping her right hand on the rail.

      When her feet landed on the floor in the foyer, the grandfather clock started ticking.

      Then the lights flashed back on.
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      Martinique watched the clouds as they drifted past the full moon.

      He should go back inside.

      His mother and aunt would be down by now and no doubt they would start introducing him to the Natchez ladies of marriageable age.

      They were wasting their time.

      Martinique wasn’t about to even consider marrying any one of them.

      What had come over his mother anyway?

      With a heavy heart, he turned and went back inside the house.

      The musicians were playing a slow, sad tune now.

      Martinique liked it better. It suited his mood much better than the lively waltz music.

      He thought to avoid the parlor—and his mother—for as long as he could. And ducked into his uncle’s study.

      It smelled like cigar smoke in here. A comforting scent that reminded him of home.

      It was past time he got back to Virginia. At home, he could nurse his wounded heart on his own terms, instead of here where everyone seemed interested in him.

      It was probably Uncle Nathaniel’s fault.

      His family was afraid he’d end up like his uncle.

      Then everyone would call him crazy and start avoiding him.

      But then that was no way to have a family.

      Martinique didn’t care. His sister could carry on the family lineage.

      And his uncle on his father’s side could worry about carrying on the family name.

      Martinique couldn’t even imagine taking a wife other than Hannah.

      He sat down in one of the comfortable chairs and sighed. Maybe he could just stay here for the rest of the evening.

      Martinique’s respite, however, was short lived.

      His sister, Julianna, came into the study.

      “There you are,” she said. “Uncle Nathaniel is looking for you.”

      Martinique didn’t answer. What could his uncle possibly want with him? He had Vaughn.

      “An old friend is here and he wants to introduce you to her.”

      He wanted to introduce him to Vaughn.

      Of course.

      Though Martinique was happy for his uncle, he wasn’t sure he could muster the proper enthusiasm.

      “Come on,” Julianna said. “Mother is looking for you, too.”

      “Of course she is,” Martinique said.

      Why was it everyone was looking for him when he just wanted to be alone?

      “She wants to introduce you to some ladies,” Julianna said.

      “I know,” Martinique said, getting back up from the chair.

      “And,” Julianna said. “Uncle Nathaniel’s friend brought her niece with her.”

      Vaughn brought a niece?

      How could a woman traveling through time bring someone with her?

      Curious now, Martinique followed his sister from the study.
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      Hannah stood perfectly still.

      The grandfather clock was ticking and there were people talking.

      Lots of people talking and laughing softly.

      And the music she’d heard earlier was louder now.

      She’d thought the power had come back on, but instead, she realized that it was actually candlelight.

      Her heart pounding dangerously, she realized she was standing in the past.

      Looking to her left, she saw formally dressed men and women—women dressed much like she was—standing around talking.

      It was the ball Vaughn had told her about.

      Hannah had expected dancing at a ball, but what did she know. She’d also expected the ladies to be wearing hoop skirts.

      1806 was a long, long time ago.

      Things may have been done differently than people of the future thought.

      Then she saw Vaughn and Nathaniel coming toward her.

      She’d never seen any two people who looked happier to be together.

      The two of them came up to her.

      “You’re here,” Vaughn said, with a bright smile.

      “So it seems,” Hannah said, realizing that her hands were trembling.

      She clasped them together tightly in front of her and smiled back at Vaughn.

      “That tells me you have a reason for being here,” Vaughn said, taking Hannah’s arm and whispering to her. “As far as anyone knows, you’re my niece.”

      “Ok,” Hannah said. “But… I’ve met Mrs. Laurent already.”

      “Don’t worry,” Vaughn said, her expression serious now. “They’re all worried about other things tonight.”

      “Why?” Hannah asked, peering past Vaughn’s shoulder, looking for Martinique. “Has something happened?”

      Her heart in her throat, she imagined terrible things that could have happened to Martinique.

      In 1806, medicine was practically nonexistent. People died all the time from simple illnesses just because they didn’t know any better. For example, instead of opening the windows to bring in fresh air, they’d keep the windows closed and the curtains drawn.

      “Do you see all these ladies here tonight?” Vaughn asked.

      Hannah nodded, noticing now that were at least a dozen young ladies scattered about the room, all glancing around. Just as Hannah was.

      “They’re here for the ball,” Hannah said.

      “That’s right,” Vaughn said. “But that’s not the only thing Mr. and Mrs. Laurent have in mind for tonight.”

      Hannah looked back to Vaughn.

      “What is it that they have in mind?” she asked with a small smile.

      At least nothing had happened to Martinique.

      But where was he?

      “Hannah,” Vaughn said. “They’re here for Martinique.”

      “Oh no,” Hannah said, feeling sick to her stomach. “What—”

      “They’re here for him to pick a wife.”
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      There were at least a dozen women in the parlor. All dressed up in their finest gowns.

      There was a time, back in Virginia, when Martinique might have found this whole thing entertaining.

      The ladies had been invited here so that Martinique could pick a wife.

      It was amusing, really.

      A lot like going to a horse auction.

      Except instead of choosing a means of transportation, he was supposed to choose a mate for life.

      Strange times.

      He knew what brought it on. It was what had happened with Hannah.

      His parents were afraid that he would end up crazy like his uncle.

      But his uncle wasn’t so crazy.

      Because he’d waited and Vaughn was back.

      If he’d given up, he would have missed out on being with the love of his life.

      Standing next to Julianna, he looked around for Uncle Nathaniel and Vaughn.

      He couldn’t wait to see that woman that his uncle had waited years for.

      A woman from a different time.

      The past.

      And she’d been to the future, too.

      His mother came up next to him.

      “There you are,” Mother said. “I’ve narrowed the girls down to three that I think would make a good wife for you.”

      Martinique just shook his head. His mother meant well. She really did.

      But she just didn’t understand.

      She nodded toward one of the girls sitting next to the fireplace.

      “That’s Abigail,” she said. “I think you should talk to her.”

      Martinique followed his mother’s gaze over to the young lady his mother thought would make a good wife for him.

      She didn’t look so bad. More like someone Julianna would have for a friend, than someone he would want to marry.

      “I’ll talk to her later,” he said. “I have to have a word with Uncle Nathaniel first.”

      His mother put her hands on her hips.

      “Your uncle,” she said. “is the worst influence on you. We’ve gone to a lot of trouble to keep you from turning out like him.”

      Though his mother kept her voice low, he heard the tone of disappointment that was only reserved for her most exasperated situations.

      “I understand,” Martinique said, with a small smile. “I won’t be long.”

      “Mama,” Julianna said, grabbing her mother’s arm. “I need to ask you something.”

      Martinique took advantage of the distraction and left his mother. Exasperated as she was, she wouldn’t make a scene. It wouldn’t be proper and his mother was all about being proper.

      He went into Mr. Becquerel’s study and scanned the row of leather-bound books on the bookcases.

      Perhaps his uncle had taken Vaughn and gone back to the cottage.

      If Hannah was here, he wouldn’t waste valuable time here with these strangers.

      Nonetheless, he wasn’t his uncle and he had an obligation to his parents.

      He would get it over with. Assure them that he had looked, but that he would take a wife when it was time, not before.

      Tapping his fingers on his chin, he turned. His uncle wouldn’t—

      Hannah was standing there in the doorway.

      He blinked, hoping his eyes weren’t playing tricks on him.

      Hurrying forward, he took both her hands in his.

      “You’re here,” he said, holding her soft hands firmly in his.

      “Yes,” she breathed. “I’m here.”

      He searched her eyes in the muted glow of candlelight.

      “I was afraid I’d never see you again.”

      “Vaughn says I’m here because I have something important to do,” she said softly.

      “Like what?”

      She shrugged.

      Whatever it was didn’t matter.

      All that mattered was that she was here.
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      Hannah’s heart fluttered dangerously in her throat.

      It was hard to think with his hands holding onto hers like he was never going to let her go.

      She couldn’t keep the smile off her face.

      It was ridiculous because she should have been serious or at the least concerned.

      She’d just fell back in time along with a woman who’d been born in the 1700s.

      She should have been terribly concerned, all things considered.

      Yet, instead, she was like a school girl, all aflutter about Martinique.

      “Just your being here seems important to me.”

      “It does, doesn’t it?” she said, smiling into his eyes. Then she saw his mother coming down the hall toward them.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “Your mother’s coming.”

      “Let’s go this way,” he said, taking her hand and pulling her behind him toward the back door.

      “Where are we going?” she asked, trying not to laugh.

      “Away,” he said.

      Then she couldn’t help but laugh.

      It wasn’t that the situation was funny.

      It was that she was happy.

      She would have to think about that later.

      He led her out the back door, across the veranda, and into the gardens.

      “Don’t you think she’ll come after us?” she asked.

      The scent of flowers in the moonlight smelled almost too good to bear.

      “No,” he said. “she won’t come outside. It’s too dark.”

      “It is dark,” she said, staying close behind him.

      The trees weren’t very tall, but they were tall enough to block the light even from the full moon.

      “Do you want to go back?” he asked, over his shoulder.

      “No,” she said. “But it’s your party.”

      He stopped and sat down on a bench. Keeping one hand in his and one on the cool iron of the bench, she sat beside him.

      “Do you know what they’re trying to do?” he asked.

      “They’re trying to find you a wife,” she said.

      If it hadn’t been 1806, the whole thing would have been ridiculous, but Hannah was quite aware that things had been quite different in the past.

      “Yes,” Martinique said. “It’s a terribly antiquated custom. I can’t believe they think they can arrange a marriage for me like this.”

      Hannah laughed.

      “What?” Martinique asked. “Is that something parents do in the future?”

      “Hardly,” she said. “though it might work better than the method they typically use.”

      “What’s that?” he took her other hand in his.

      She could barely see his outline in the dark, but his voice was close.

      “They post…um,” she said, choosing her words carefully. She didn’t want another incident like the cell phone conversation.

      “They post messages about what kind of person they’re looking for and other people do the same. Then if they think they might like each other, they meet.”

      “Just like that,” he said. “Perfect strangers with no introductions?”

      “Mostly, yes,” she said.

      “Does it work?” he asked. “Do people make good matches?”

      “Not usually, no. In fact, it seems like it rarely works.”

      “I’m not sure parents would be able to make any better choices,” he said. “I think our method is the best one.”

      She smiled in the darkness.

      She wasn’t sure what he was referring to about their method, but she liked how it sounded.

      “What’s that?”

      He kissed the back of her hand.

      “The easiest thing possible. We just sort of tripped over each other,” he said. “from different times.”
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      Martinique couldn’t believe his good fortune.

      The full moon bathed them in a soft glow and lightning bugs glittered magically in the darkness all around them.

      Somehow, through impossible odds, Hannah had come back to him.

      Hannah seemed to think that Vaughn had brought her.

      But Martinique wasn’t so sure. Of course he didn’t know a lot about time travel.

      It was cozy, sitting here in the garden with heady scent of roses combined with the scent of night air.

      Hannah shivered and Martinique used that as an excuse to slide her closer and wrap his arms around her.

      “Better?” he asked, his lips against her soft hair.

      She nodded.

      “How long have you known Vaughn?” he asked.

      She shifted away as though surprised by the question.

      “I met her once,” she said. “when I was eight years old. But I wouldn’t say I actually knew her.”

      She scrunched up her forehead.

      “Vaughn was older then,” she said.

      Time travel was more even complex than he thought.

      “That must be odd,” he said.

      “It is,” she said.  “Actually, I don’t even know why my mother brought me here that day.”

      Martinique wanted to smooth away her consternation and bring the smile back to her face.

      He nudged her arm.

      “Say,” he said. “Do you think I can keep you?”

      “Do I think—”

      “I know you’re not a puppy,” he said quickly, kissing her forehead. “But do you think you can stay?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “I hadn’t considered that.”

      “Right,” he said. “It’s not like you can control it.”

      She hadn’t thought about staying here. In the past. With him.

      Of course that wasn’t—shouldn’t be— surprising.

      How did a person even wrap their heads around staying in a time other than their own?

      It certainly wasn’t something a normal person had the opportunity to contemplate.

      He didn’t even know whether she could stay in this time even if she wanted to.

      Martinique could think of only one thing he could do about any of it.

      He could take advantage of the moment.

      After all, moments were all anyone really had.

      He put a finger lightly beneath her chin and gently nudged her chin up.

      Then he pressed his lips against hers.

      And time ceased to matter.
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      An hour later, Hannah dashed up the back stairs, hand in hand with Martinique.

      The cool night air was invigorating. Too bad the heat of summer would be here soon and it would be several long hot months before the nights had this chill to them again.

      As someone came out the back door, Hannah and Martinique looked at each other and laughed quietly.

      They’d decided to use the back stairs to avoid Martinique’s mother and the other guests.

      Hannah hadn’t even thought about the back stairs until Martinique suggested it.

      With the way Martinique had spent the last hour kissing her, she couldn’t see why he would want to consider meeting other girls.

      They slipped down the hallway, toward what she thought of as their room, even though they hadn’t actually stayed in the room at the same time.

      He’d asked her if she wanted to stay in this time.

      Right now she wanted to stay wherever Martinique was.

      Besides, she wasn’t even sure what kind of question it was.

      It wasn’t like she was here in the past on purpose.

      Like he’d said, they just sort of tripped over each other from different times.

      What were the odds of that happening?

      She contemplated that as Martinique opened the bedroom door and they slipped inside.

      “We should be safe up here,” he said, quietly closing the door.

      “Ok.”

      She went to the window and swept back the gauzy white curtains. The full moon streamed into the room.

      She needed to talk to Vaughn.

      To find out what happens next.

      She just needed… answers.

      Anything to reassure her that this was something she could survive.

      The thought of never returning to her own time sent her into what was the verge of panic attack.

      To never go home where there were cell phones. And computers. And pizza delivery. And medicine. And… And..

      She put a hand over her chest and took a deep soothing breath.

      Martinique came up behind her and put his hands on her shoulders. She jumped.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, looking over her shoulder. “Is someone out there?”

      “No,” she shook her head and attempted a smile. “I just…’um… I just need to talk to Vaughn.”

      “You want to go back to your time,” he said, taking his hands off her shoulders and letting them drop to his sides.

      “No,” she said. “Yes. Maybe. I don’t know.”

      She turned and faced him.

      He was breathtakingly handsome.

      She could say with certainty that they don’t make them like that anymore, giving the old saying new meaning.

      Vaughn had said Hannah had come back here for a reason.

      She needed to know.

      Was Martinique that reason?
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      Martinique left Hannah and went back down the back stairs.

      He promised her he’d come back for her first thing in the morning.

      As he walked through the garden scented with roses and daisies with lightning bugs glittering with magic, he felt like was walking on air.

      And he was reminded of Hannah kiss.

      Mon Dieu. The girl had an intoxicating kiss. One that he couldn’t get enough of.

      He was besotted.

      Walking up to the door of the cottage, he hesitated.

      Though he’d spent a lot of time talking with Uncle Nathaniel and speculating about the women and time travel, he didn’t know what their relationship was like.

      Uncle Nathaniel and Vaughn may be married or they be still courting even though they’d been apart for a number of years.

      Martinique didn’t want to interrupt.

      He certainly wouldn’t want anyone interrupting his time with Hannah.

      But he’d promised Hannah.

      His girl.

      He’d promised to let Vaughn know that she needed to talk with her.

      Even though the conversation went against everything Martinique wanted.

      Hannah was trying to find out how to get home and Martinique was trying to figure out how to keep her.

      They seemed to be at cross purposes.

      But if returning to her own time made her happy, he would help her do it.

      Even if it meant they couldn’t be together.

      He understood his uncle a bit more now.

      He understood why his uncle put Vaughn’s happiness ahead of his own. Why he never married anyone else.

      He just waited patiently.

      And his patience had been rewarded.

      Vaughn had come back to him.

      Uncle Nathaniel opened the door.

      “Hey,” he said. “I was just looking for you.”

      “What do you need with me?” Martinique stepped aside.

      Uncle Nathaniel took out a cigar, handed one to Martinique.

      Martinique took it and sniffed it appreciatively.

      If Uncle Nathaniel was pulling out the cigars, this was going to be a long conversation.

      “Is Vaughn inside?” Martinique asked. It occurred to him that it was possible he should be calling her Aunt Vaughn.

      “She is,” Uncle Nathaniel said. “Tired. Getting some sleep.”

      “Is she all right?” Martinique asked. With the time travel and all. It must be tiring.

      Of course, the good thing about it was that it was random. Even if Hannah wanted to return back to her time, it wasn’t like she could do anything about it.

      Uncle Nathaniel lit Martinique’s cigar. Then his own.

      “She’s never been better,” Uncle Nathaniel said. “I swear she looks better with age.”

      His words were said in jest, but the smile on his face told Nathaniel everything he needed to know.

      Uncle Nathaniel was still in love with Vaughn.

      Martinique took a long pull on his cigar.

      “I know you said that she comes and goes with no warning, but has she given you any indication of how long she might be able to stay this time?”

      “Actually,” Uncle Nathaniel said, tapping his hand against the railing. “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.”

      “Oh?” Martinique said, his voice sounded calm, but his stomach churned. He had a sinking feeling. “What’s that?”

      An owl screeched overhead and landed on a low hanging branch.

      Uncle Nathaniel looked at him through the haze of his cigar smoke.

      “Vaughn may have figured out how to control the time travel.”
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      Hannah sat on the edge of the bed, clutching the soft cotton quilt in her fists.

      She could still feel Martinique’s lips on hers.

      He hadn’t wanted to leave her here alone.

      It wasn’t that he’d come out and actually said it. But she could tell.

      Or maybe she was projecting. She didn’t want him to leave her.

      Either way, she’d asked him to go look for Vaughn. To let her know that she wanted to talk to her.

      But it was a ruse. Hannah just needed a few minutes to think.

      She couldn’t think with Martinique in her proximity.

      He was far too distracting.

      Especially when he started kissing her.

      Then all bets were off.

      As long as he near, she knew what she wanted.

      She wanted to be here.

      With him.

      But did she really want to be here?

      What if they turned out to not be a good match after all?

      Then she would be stuck here in a time where she didn’t even know if she could survive.

      What then?

      Just because Vaughn traveled back and forth, didn’t mean Hannah could.

      Besides, Vaughn hadn’t been here—in this time line—for years.

      And she wanted to be here.

      Didn’t she?

      Hannah lay back on the bed.

      Her brain hurt from trying to understand something that was not understandable.

      Maybe she needed to stop trying to make sense of the whole time travel thing.

      If she had no control over it, she had to make the best of whenever she was.

      Right?

      It was actually freeing to think that she had no control over when she was.

      Besides, it wasn’t like she’d chosen when to be born anyway.

      She’d just stay here and be happy about it.

      She was free to enjoy being with Martinique without having to worry about returning to the future.

      Going over to the dresser and pouring water from the pitcher into the basin, she wet a cloth and washed her face with cool—cold—water.

      This time was going to take some getting used to.

      She’d been worried about cell phones and automobiles.

      But here she didn’t even have warm water to wash her face.

      She slipped off her shoes and climbed into bed, snuggling beneath the warm blanket.

      This was going to be a good thing.

      Without all the distractions of modern life, things would be a lot less stressful.

      Sort of like when someone moved to a deserted island.

      Not that she’d ever wanted to do that.

      But people did it.

      She could do this.
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      Martinique stood in the hallway outside of Hannah’s room. His room technically. But he’d given it to her since it was hers in another time.

      He would have given it to her anyway. It was the gentlemanly thing to do.

      He was going to have to face the wrath of his mother at some point. Fortunately she was already downstairs.

      Probably waiting for him.

      He wanted to talk to Hannah first.

      Needed to see Hannah first.

      He tapped his fingertips against the wall behind him. The wallpaper had a rough textured feel to it. Fancy.

      Since Hannah lived here in this house in her time, that told him she was used to living in a modern place.

      She might not appreciate his farmhouse up in Virginia.

      He ran a hand over his face.

      He hadn’t realized he was already seriously thinking about taking her home with him.

      If she agreed to go, he hoped she wouldn’t be disappointed.

      He would build her a new house.

      It could be about the size of his uncle’s cottage.

      But it would be nice.

      And maybe one day…

      The bedroom door opened and Hannah stepped out.

      Her face was flushed and her eyes bright when she saw him standing there.

      Mon Dieu. But she was beautiful.

      She was wearing the same dress she’d worn last night.

      He realized with a start that he’d bought a dress for her in town, but, of course, he hadn’t given it to her.

      She’d left—traveled through time—before he’d had the chance.

      Smiling, he held out a hand for hers.

      “You’re beautiful,” he said, lightly kissing the back of her hand.

      The flush on her cheeks deepened.

      Hand in hand, they walked down the hallway toward the back stairs.

      “Vaughn and Nathaniel are waiting for us in the cottage,” he said.

      “You’re mother is downstairs?”

      He grinned sheepishly. “Unfortunately, yes.”

      “I guess you’ll have to face her eventually,” she said, as he held the door open for her.

      “Yes, but let’s put it off as long as possible.” He closed the door and held her hand as they walked down the stairs.

      She held up her skirt with one hand and her little shoes padded softly against the iron steps. She kept her eyes down, watching each step.

      She let out a little breath when they reached the ground.

      “Do ladies not wear dresses in your time?” he asked, slightly amused.

      “They do sometimes,” she said. “but they don’t wear long dresses. At least not very often.”

      Martinique looked at her sideways.

      “If they don’t wear long dresses, what do they wear? Do they dress like men all the time?”

      She looked at him sheepishly.

      “Most of the time, yes, but I’m afraid you might be shocked. They wear short dresses.”

      “Ladies?”

      She nodded.

      As they walked toward the door of the cottage, he tried to imagine a lady wearing a short dress, but he found it difficult for him to imagine.

      He’d thought maybe that dress styles might change a little bit. Women were always adapting to what was in style and what wasn’t.

      Were things really so different in the future such that ladies wore short dresses?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 72

          

        

      

    

    
      Hannah held a cup of warm coffee and sat on the sofa across from Vaughn and Uncle Nathaniel. Martinique sat next to her, but wasn’t touching her.

      This must be getting into that time in history when the illusion, at least, of propriety was of utmost importance.

      She hadn’t really expected to see Vaughn this early in the morning. Her little ruse to get some time alone had backfired on her.

      “Did you sleep well?” Vaughn asked.

      “Yes, thank you,” Hannah said.

      She had slept surprisingly well. Was it due to the time travel? Uncle Nathaniel was watching her closely, so she decided to keep the question to herself.

      Perhaps she’d ask Vaughn at some point when they were alone.

      “You wanted to see me,” Vaughn said.

      Vaughn was dressed in an elegant deep blue dress. She looked like she belonged here in this time period.

      She’d been elegant and attractive in the future, but here, she was stunning.

      Perhaps it was being back with Uncle Nathaniel that brought out that inner beauty in her.

      Hannah looked at Martinique. “I’m sorry to get you up so early,” she said. “I didn’t mean to.”

      “It’s quite alright,” Vaughn assured her. Though her tone was quiet, Hannah detected a slight urgency in her demeanor.

      “I just needed.” She stopped, then started over. “I was hoping you could help me make some sense of this time travel thing.”

      Vaughn smiled indulgently.

      “I wish I could.” She exchanged a glance with Uncle Nathaniel. “Although…”

      Martinique reached over and took her hand.

      So much for that illusion of pristine propriety.

      “Nathaniel and I have been talking,” Vaughn said. “And we’ve been trying to make sense of the time travel, too.”

      “Of course,” Hannah said, entwining her fingers with Martinique’s.

      “As Nathaniel told you, an Indian made a rip in time to save my life.” Vaughn cheeks flushed as she spoke and she fisted her hands in her lap.

      It must have been quite traumatic for that to happen to a young girl. Watching those around her being killed.

      But she lifted her chin and kept talking. “I’ve traveled through that rip in time several times.”

      “Yes, that’s what they told me,” Hannah said.

      Vaughn nodded. “And it happened to me without any kind of warning.”

      “The same for me.” Hannah glanced at Martinique. He was watching her with a serious expression on his face.

      “I never knew what triggered it.”

      Hannah’s heart rate shot into overtime.

      Vaughn spoke so softly and with utmost care.

      “But now you do,” Hannah said, equally softly.

      “Yes,” Vaughn said. “I think we’ve figured it out.”
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      An hour later, Martinique held Hannah’s hand as they walked toward the river.

      He didn’t want to face his parents about finding a wife for him and Hannah looked like she needed a distraction.

      Hannah wasn’t saying anything.

      They walked silently beneath the oak saplings that barely provided shade.

      What did they look like in Hannah’s time?

      Were they even still standing?

      There were dark clouds off to the west.

      Hannah saw them, too.

      He could see it in her eyes.

      Dark clouds weren’t just dark clouds anymore.

      “It’s pretty here,” Martinique said, unable to bear the silence any longer. “I’m biased, of course, but I think it’s much prettier in Virginia.”

      “I’ve never been to Virginia,” Hannah said, returning her gaze to the ground.

      “I think you’d like it,” Martinique said. “It certainly smells better.”

      He saw the glimmer of a smile on her lips and took encouragement from it.

      “You prefer horses to plants,” she said.

      He missed a step. “That’s right.”

      She nodded.

      He wanted to know what she was thinking.

      He was worried now. Worried what Hannah was thinking.

      What Vaughn had told them could very well be a game changer.

      Of course, there was no guarantee. No guarantee in anything, especially not capricious time travel.

      But still. It was more than they’d had before.

      “Do you think she’s right?” Hannah asked.

      “Vaughn is the most intelligent woman I’ve ever met,” he said. “Besides you, of course.”

      Hannah smiled. “She has a lot of experience.”

      “Are you going to tell me what you’re thinking or are you going to keep me in suspense?”

      They reached the riverbank and stood looking at the deceptively calm Mississippi River.

      Beneath that calm surface was a world of danger. Deadly currents. Snakes. Alligators. And who knew what else. Martinique certainly didn’t want to find out.

      “I don’t even know what I’m thinking,” she said, putting a hand over her eyes to shade them from the glare of the morning sun.

      “It’s a lot to take in,” Martinique said.

      He nodded toward the dark clouds coming their way.

      “It looks like you might have an opportunity coming up if you want it,” he said.

      When she turned, he could see the pain in her eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, taking her hands in his. “This must be really difficult.”

      She smiled, just a little. A sad smile, really.

      Then she pulled her hands away from his and turned her back to him.
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      Hannah held her arms close.

      Her heart ached.

      This place. The Mississippi River was so familiar.

      So loved.

      She’d grown up right around here.

      So close that this was home.

      But Martinique didn’t see it that way. This wasn’t home for him.

      He liked Virginia. And didn’t mind saying so.

      And he was offering her a way out.

      Pointing out that it was about to storm.

      Making light of the situation when he’d heard every word Vaughn had said.

      She and Uncle Nathaniel had been talking about the time travel. They put some observations together.

      Vaughn had decided it was the storm.

      It had been storming that day when the old Indian had saved Vaughn’s life by making a rip in time.

      It had been storming several times when Vaughn had traveled back in time.

      Not every time, but enough that she’d taken note of it.

      Hannah rubbed her arms.

      It had been storming that day when she’d first gone back in time, too. That day when she thought she’d seen a ghost. But in truth, she had been the ghost.

      The one going back in time.

      She just hadn’t known it.

      It made sense what Vaughn said.

      The storms.

      Vaughn had explained that she’d thought it had something to do with the clock, too. And the site at the foyer.

      And maybe it did, but there had been other incidents when time travel had happened without the clock. Relatives of Vaughn.

      Time travel that had occurred in New Orleans. Away from Natchez.

      It muddied the water.

      But nonetheless, Vaughn was planning to stay away from the foyer with this storm coming in.

      In fact, Hannah had a feeling that Vaughn was going to wait out the storm in Jonathan’s arms.

      If she went, he went.

      “Hanna,” Martinique said, coming up beside her. “What’s wrong?”

      She shook her head, then looked up toward the clouds. “I just… I think… maybe I should go back to the house.”

      He nodded. “I understand.”

      He didn’t even care if she left. She’d been fanciful. Looking for something magical, when in truth, there wasn’t. It didn’t matter what century… true love was hard to find.

      She couldn’t even look at him.

      She just needed to get away.

      To get back to her time.

      She would have stuck her hands in her pockets, but she was wearing a dress. So she just started walking toward the house, her little slippers padding against the dirt path.

      Thunder rumbled closer and she walked faster.

      The sooner she could get back, the better.

      Martinique walked along with her, not saying anything.

      “Ow,” she said, as pain shot through her foot and she stumbled.

      Martinique was there to steady her.

      “What happened?” he asked.

      “I stepped on a stupid rock,” she said, pulling away from him.

      Truly. Could things get any worse?
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      They made it back to the house and stepped onto the veranda just as the rain hit hard.

      Hannah’s cheeks were damp.

      He opened the door and she stepped inside, still not looking at him and still silent.

      She walked up to the grandfather clock and watched as it steadily ticked away the minutes.

      “Are you alright?” Martinique asked.

      He wanted her to look at him.

      To explain how she’d made the decision to return to her own time.

      Maybe she had a beau back in her time.

      She probably had several beaus vying for her hand.

      She was no doubt the belle of the ball.

      It was natural that she’d want to get back. To leave this time where people thought she was a servant. A mistress. And a betrothed.

      He didn’t blame her.

      Turning, she looked into his eyes with her lovely bluegrass green eyes.

      They were moist and he realized with a jolt that it wasn’t rain that dampened her cheeks.

      It was tears.

      He swept his thumb gently across her cheek.

      “You’re crying,” he said.

      She shook her head, but he knew she had been.

      He kissed her forehead. Then her eyelids.

      “Don’t cry, ma chérie.”

      “I’m not crying,” she said. “it’s the rain.”

      She jumped at a flash of lightning that shot through the landing window followed by a loud roar of thunder.

      The clock began to chime.

      And Julianna swept down the stairs.

      “Martinique,” she said. “Mother is looking for you and she’s not happy.”

      Hannah took a step back and put a hand on the banister post as the storm whipped past them outside.

      He took a deep breath. His heart ached at the thought that he might never see her again.

      Julianna was the bottom of the stairs now.

      She looked between him and Hannah.

      “I’ll tell her you went riding,” she said. “probably caught in the storm somewhere.” She turned and dashed back up the stairs.

      Hannah was still here.

      “Hannah,” he said. “I don’t want you to go.”

      She breathed a sigh of relief.

      “I don’t want to go,” she said so softly, he could barely hear her.

      He pulled her into his arms and placed his lips against the top of her head.

      They stood that way as the rain moved past.

      He shifted and took her hand, smiling into her eyes.

      “Let’s get away from this place,” he said, taking her hand with a glance up at the clock.

      She nodded. “Good idea.”

      Together they walked down the hallway to the back door.

      Though the worst part of the storm had moved past, it was still raining.

      “Want to sit out here?” he asked, just for a moment, looking away to pull one of the chairs closer.

      He turned back.

      She was gone.
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      Hannah stood on the veranda out back of the house.

      And stared at what moments before had been a lovely garden of pink roses and white daisies. In the midst of a rain storm.

      But instead of a flower garden, there were trees. Big pine trees and oak trees.

      And brambles.

      There had been no brambles in the flower garden.

      She and Martinique had walked away from the clock. Away from the foyer.

      And the storm had moved out.

      Yet here she was.

      Back in her time.

      Her heart sank.

      After a moment of indecision, she’d decided that she wanted to stay with Martinique.

      They’d done everything right.

      They’d gotten away from the spot where the time travel was supposed to happen.

      But Vaughn had said it didn’t always happen that way.

      Just sometimes.

      And now was one of those times when it didn’t.

      Still wearing the dress Vaughn had pulled from a trunk, she dropped into the nearest chair.

      She’d fallen for the fairy tale. Just lost enough to start to believe that it could really happen.

      That she would find her true love.

      Even in the past.

      She had found him.

      Martinique.

      But now they were apart.

      Just like Vaughn and Uncle Nathaniel.

      Would Martinique wait for her?

      She hoped he wouldn’t.

      He didn’t even like it here in Mississippi.

      He liked it in Virginia.

      He would be returning to Virginia in a couple of days.

      Even if she did manage to return to the past, he wouldn’t be there.

      She would be walking into her worst fear.

      Falling into the past and having no reason to be there.

      Without Martinique, she would have no reason to be in 1806.

      Vaughn had said that one of her relatives had traveled back in time from New Orleans.

      But it was in Hannah’s blood.

      Did that mean that there was no safe place for her?

      Was she destined to travel back and forth through time at random moments?

      What kind of life would that be?

      Her broken heart would heal.

      Hannah had faith in that.

      It would take some time, but it would heal.

      Nonetheless, Martinique would always have a place there in her heart.

      Even when she moved on, she’d always love him.

      He was her one true love.
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      Uncle Sebastian’s study smelled like stale cigar smoke, tempered by the scent of leather-bound books.

      One of the windows was open, allowing in a soft breeze that followed the recent storm.

      Martinique was in a daze after having Hannah disappear from the veranda.

      Vaughn had been wrong.

      She’d thought the spot in the foyer—the spot where she’d first time traveled—was a trigger spot for the time travel.

      But she’d been right about the storm.

      The storm had just passed over when Hannah had time traveled.

      Martinique had moved back inside after dropping into the nearest chair and staring out into the garden of pink roses and white daisies.

      His mother and father had been waiting for him in the study.

      “He’s ungrateful,” Father said.

      “He’s not ungrateful,” Mother said. “He’s just a boy.”

      Father sat down in the nearest chair and looked at Martinique.

      “Your mother put all this together for you and you didn’t even bother to show up.”

      “They were going to have the party anyway,” Martinique said, piqued at the whole situation.

      “That’s beside the point,” Father said, shaking his head.

      “You may as well leave him be,” Mother said. “He can’t help it. He’s just like your Uncle Nathaniel.”

      Martinique bristled at the intended derogatory comparison, but at the same time, he didn’t see anything wrong with Uncle Nathaniel.

      In fact, Uncle Nathaniel was a fine gentleman and it was a compliment to be compared to him.

      “That’s why he needs a wife,” Father said.

      “I’m sure he’ll find one in good time,” Mother said. “back in Virginia. It’ll be a lot easier there anyway.”

      “You know there are no eligible girls near the farm,” Father said.

      Martinique looked from one parent to the other. He wanted to say I’m right here, but he was a dutiful, respectful son and that wasn’t something a dutiful, respectful son would say.

      So he kept his mouth closed.

      And listened to his parents discuss his future as though he wasn’t in the room.

      The problem with the little plan they’d hatched for his future was that he’d already found the girl he was going to marry.

      Unfortunately, she kept slipping out of his hands.

      Vaughn had found her way back here to Nathaniel.

      If he went back to Virginia with his parents to the farm, he would be giving up his chances of seeing her again.

      Vaughn had said that it didn’t always happen here. It had been known to happen in New Orleans.

      Her grandson, if he remembered correctly, had gone back in time to find his true love.

      True love.

      That was it.

      That was the answer.

      The time travel brought true loves together.

      That meant that if Hannah was his true love, she’d come back to him.

      But how was to know whether he should stay or go?
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      Hannah spent the next week doing her job.

      She unpacked boxes and sorted all sorts of things.

      She had piles of clothes. Letters. And assorted things, some of which she had no idea what they were.

      Jerry would be back tomorrow and he would be bringing some more things down from the attic. And hopefully that was all of it.

      Hannah was exhausted from the mental activity of sorting and cataloging hundreds of items. Some of the things she decided to toss and ended up with half a dozen large garbage bags. She stacked them in the downstairs room that had been converted into a kitchen.

      She’d either take them out later or Jerry could take them out tomorrow.

      But right now, it was late and she needed to make a grilled cheese.

      She took her plate and went out back to sit on the veranda.

      It was probably silly, but she’d been drawn to the veranda ever since she’d been out here with Martinique.

      She’d just decided that she wanted to stay with him, but she could admit to herself now that she’d had a little bit of reservation.

      It was a huge decision and she and Martinique hadn’t talked about where things were going with them.

      It was a very modern idea. Not one that people seemed to have in the eighteenth century.

      There weren’t as many choices, perhaps.

      Staring at the brambles, she closed her eyes and pictured the pink rose bushes and white daisies.

      It had been real.

      A person couldn’t make this stuff up.

      As they always did, her thoughts wound their way around to Martinique’s kisses.

      She couldn’t stop thinking about the way his lips felt on hers.

      After having a week to think, she knew that she not only missed him, she REALLY missed him.

      And she mourned the life she could have had with him.

      But she was too late.

      Martinique had gone back to Virginia by now.

      And even if by some chance, she were to go back to his time, he wouldn’t be there.

      And his parents were determined to find him a wife.

      Back then parents were quite successful at that.

      She thought about leaving the house to decrease her chance of falling through the rip in time.

      But since the time traveling spell was somehow in her blood, it wouldn’t necessarily change anything.

      Vaughn’s grandson had time traveled from New Orleans.

      And it wasn’t just Vaughn from way, way back, it was her father.

      Her own father had traveled back in time.

      She wished she knew where—when—he’d gone. She hadn’t seen any sign of him in the family records she’d scoured.

      So leaving here wasn’t going to prevent it from happening again.

      Nonetheless, she’d made her decision.

      She’d finish this job.

      Then she’d leave.

      The memories of Martinique were too painful for her to bear.
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      Hannah woke to the sound of music.

      A quick assessment told her she was in her bedroom at the Becquerel house.

      But she wasn’t in her time.

      Something was different.

      She wasn’t in 1806 either.

      No. Something was different.

      Sitting up, she looked around.

      There was a lamp, but it certainly wasn’t the same lamp that had been there when she went to sleep.

      In fact, it looked like the same lamp she’d pulled out of a box, carefully cataloged, and set aside.

      It was a glass lamp. A lantern, really, with a flickering flame.

      Kerosene from the smell of it.

      What new thing was this?

      She got up, lured by the music coming from somewhere in the house.

      There were no lanterns in the hallway. No candles either.

      She carefully made her way down the hallway to the top of the stairway.

      The stairs were in the shadows, lit only by moonlight coming in through the window at the landing.

      The music was coming from downstairs. Piano music.

      She made her way down to the landing.

      The grandfather clock was steadily ticking.

      Hannah’s heart rate tripped up.

      This was something new.

      Wishing she’d put on clothes, something besides her shorts and sleep shirt, she quietly made her way down the stairs.

      When she was down about halfway to the floor, she stopped and peered left into the parlor.

      The parlor, elegantly furnished with deep green velvet curtains and a plush sofa, was also lit with kerosene lamps.

      There was a grand piano—a young man playing—his eyes down.

      He played a mournful song, his fingers gliding easily over the keys.

      The song sounded somewhat familiar, but Hannah couldn’t place it.

      The man looked up and smiled at a woman in a chair next to him.

      They smiled at each other and the love between them was so strong that Hannah felt like she was intruding on a private moment.

      Then the man turned his head and looked right at Hannah.

      There was a scar across his chin.

      She gasped.

      It was the same scar her father had in the tin photograph.

      He kept playing, staring straight at her.

      But he didn’t seem to see her.

      I saw a ghost that day. A lovely girl wearing modern shorts and a sleep shirt standing on the stairs.
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        Two weeks later

      

      

      

      The air was sweet with fresh rose buds that masked the scent of the indigo vats.

      The sparkle of lightning bugs reminded him of Hannah.

      But everything reminded him of Hannah.

      Martinique sat on the back veranda sipping a glass of sweet wine.

      The crate of wine had arrived today and Martinique was content.

      The water here near the Mississippi River was barely tolerable, but the bourbon was worse.

      He missed the cool spring water in Virginia, but he’d made his choice.

      He’d chosen to stay here.

      Actually, he found his cousin Reginald and his parents to be peaceful people. Even Madeline had warmed up to him some.

      If not scowling could be considered warming up.

      Martinique missed his sister most of all. Julianna had cried her eyes out when it was time for her leave.

      Martinique had almost caved right then, gathered up his things, and joined them.

      But though his throat was choked up, he stood his ground. He’d made his choice.

      He would stay here and wait.

      He had become Uncle Nathaniel.

      Uncle Nathaniel, on the other hand, was in a state of what could only be called marital bliss.

      Martinique didn’t know if the two of them were married.

      It wasn’t his place to ask and as far as he knew, everyone else was afraid of him enough to not ask.

      There were definite advantages to having people believe that one had a touch of insanity.

      So Uncle Nathaniel and Vaughn were left alone to spend their days—and nights—alone in the cottage.

      Martinique could only hope that his life would turn out as well as his great uncle’s.

      But if it didn’t, Martinique would be content doing everything he could.

      He’d bought a plot of good, unused land from the Becquerels and this Fall, he would begin planting sugarcane.

      Then next spring, if all went well, he’d begin building his own cottage.

      He couldn’t live with his cousin and family his whole life.

      Besides, if he were going to follow in Uncle Nathaniel’s footsteps, he needed his own home.

      Just in case Hannah came back.

      He’d prepared himself for her to never return.

      And resigned himself to never marrying.

      He would make a life for himself here.

      His cousins on his father’s side could carry on the Laurent name.

      Some things were more important.

      Like keeping himself available for Hannah’s possible return.

      One thing he was certain of.

      If he returned to Virginia and married someone—his parents would make sure that happened—he would never have his chance with Hannah.

      Martinique couldn’t live with himself if he weren’t true to himself.

      People could talk about him if they wanted to.

      Just like they’d talked about Uncle Nathaniel.

      But now Uncle Nathaniel was the one with the good life.

      He’d been true to himself and he’d gotten what his heart wanted.

      He’d gotten Vaughn.

      Martinique leaned back in his chair.

      He could be a patient man when it was required.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 81

          

        

      

    

    
      Hannah sat in the parlor, her hands clasped in her hands.

      The window was open, letting in a soft breeze from outside.

      It had gone from a minute of spring to long months of summer in a flash.

      Such was the way it was in the south.

      There was a storm coming this way and the dampness cooled the air to a bearable temperature.

      Hannah had come to the realization that she had nothing holding her here. Her mother, all she had left of her family, would never be part of her life. They were too different. Different values.

      It was baffling how she’d turned out after being raised by a woman with such narrow vision. A woman who would never find happiness in her life.

      It was almost funny to think about talking to her mother about time travel.

      Her mother had called Father’s journal gibberish.

      If she only knew.

      And Father.

      Her father, whom she’d never met, had gone back in time.

      He’d found happiness.

      In the past.

      She still didn’t know why her mother had come here all those years ago to meet with Vaughn.

      Whatever it was, her mother had never talked about it.

      And Hannah wouldn’t ask.

      But if she had to guess, Vaughn had told her mother that Father had died and given her Father’s journal.

      Hannah had a distinct memory of Vaughn handing her mother a big envelope.

      He hadn’t died, of course. He’d gone back in time.

      She smoothed out the greige material, soft with age, of her dress.

      The same dress Vaughn had pulled from a trunk for her to wear.

      To prepare her for going back in time.

      Perhaps Vaughn had woven some kind of magic around her to help her go back in time.

      She’d claimed she wasn’t a real fairy godmother.

      But a fairy godmother nonetheless.

      Hannah sat here now, pure of heart.

      She knew, without a doubt, what she wanted.

      She couldn’t bear the thought of going through the motions of living out her life without Martinique.

      That would be too much like her mother.

      No. Hannah was like her father.

      She would follow his footsteps.

      And more importantly, she would follow her heart.

      So she had watched the weather. And prepared.

      She wore the dress.

      And she cleared her mind of everything except for Martinique.

      If her state of mind had anything to do with the time travel, then she was ready.

      And if it didn’t work, she’d try again.

      She’d changed her mind about leaving the house. She’d stay as long as she kept this job and wait.

      If Uncle Nathaniel could wait all those years for Vaughn, the least she could do was to wait here and try to get back to Martinique.

      If state of mind and preparation had anything to do with it, Hannah would return to the past.

      To Martinique.

      Then her hard work would really begin.

      She would have to find a way to travel to Virginia and hope she got there before he married someone else.

      She’d done her research and she knew it was going to be a difficult journey.

      But she would do what she had to do.
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      Martinique walked in the garden, in the shade of the oak trees.

      He’d just come from Uncle Nathaniel’s cottage.

      He and Vaughn were still happily in love.

      They were even talking about getting married.

      It was comforting to see them so happy even though they were in the later stages of life.

      It assured Martinique that he was doing the right thing.

      Even if Hannah never returned, he’d know that it wasn’t from his lack of patience and faith.

      Uncle Nathaniel and Vaughn knew that Martinique was waiting for Hannah, but they didn’t talk about it.

      Uncle Nathaniel knew firsthand that talking about it would do no good. It was better to focus on the day to day things of life. When Hannah did come back, he needed to be in a positive frame of mind.

      A flutter of butterflies landed on a rose bush in front of him, their delicate, colorful wings slowly moving up and down.

      So beautiful, yet so fragile and fleeting.

      As all good things in life were.

      Especially love.

      Looking up, he blinked.

      Perhaps he’d wished so hard, he was seeing things that weren’t there.

      He walking slowly forward, waiting for the image of Hannah to fade.

      But instead of fading, it became more vivid.

      When she smiled at him, his heart flipped.

      He stopped, his feet frozen to the ground.

      Was it really her?

      Mon Dieu. It was too good to be true.

      Then a moment later, she was in his arms.
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      Hannah shaded her eyes and looked toward the river. A river so wide, she could barely see the other side.

      Muddy. But not quite as muddy as it was in the twenty-first century. Not yet churned up with steamboats, freight ships, tankers, and tugboats.

      The scent of new lumber mixed with that of fresh paint filled her senses.

      Hannah stood on the balcony of the little cottage Martinique had built just for her.

      Just as Uncle Nathaniel had built a cottage for Vaughn. A new minted Aunt Vaughn.

      They’d had a double wedding.

      Uncle Nathaniel and Aunt Vaughn.

      Martinique and Hannah.

      They’d been married right there in Martinique’s cottage with just a few close family members.

      Hannah had worn a teal dress that Martinique had bought for her that first time he’d seen her. When he still thought she was a servant. He said the color brought out the green in her eyes.

      Vaughn had worn a deep emerald dress that blended well with Hannah’s teal dress. The two brides and two handsome men in black made a beautiful wedding. So much so that Hannah had lamented the lack of a camera.

      Somehow through the magic of time travel, it didn’t matter that Vaughn had not only married Jonathan in the twentieth century, but she’d died in the future.

      It made Hannah’s head swirl to try and think about it, so she just accepted it. Everything that had happened was supposed to happen and going to past didn’t change the future since the future had already happened.

      She pulled her shawl tighter and ran a hand over her stomach. The way she figured it, she had four months before the baby came.

      A spring baby was ideal. The thought of going through a pregnancy in the cruel summer heat without air conditioning was unthinkable.

      Martinique came out onto the balcony and wrapped his arms around her.

      “Good morning, love of my life,” he said, sweeping her hair aside and kissing the side of her neck.

      She closed her eyes and marveled as she did every day at her good fortune. Despite all the odds, she had not only found Martinique back in time, but she’d joined him.

      She would always believe deep in her heart that the heartstrings of true love had pulled her and Martinique together.

      Just as her father had found his true love and Vaughn had found hers.

      It didn’t matter whether it was a place, a ticking clock, or the flash of lightening.

      True love was the key.
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        Chapter 1

        1810

      

      

      Madeline Becquerel stood on the banks of the Mississippi River.

      The river in front of her, the house—Becquerel Plantation—behind her.

      The heat of the morning sun reflected off the opaque water, lapping gently against the bank, hinting of another brutally hot day.

      A heron swooped low and landed at the edge of the water, finding something just beneath the surface to dive for.

      A minute later, the bird flew off, its wide wings gracefully gliding on the wind, an unfortunate fish flopping in its beak.

      The rancid scent of the indigo plants blended with the muddy scent of the river, leaving a bitter taste in her mouth.

      Madeline was what people called an unquiet child.

      She’d grown up here on this river. In the house behind her.

      Her parents and brother were content.

      Madeline, at age eighteen, didn’t have a content bone in her body.

      She lived with what could be described as a constant sense of unrest.

      In moments of frustration, Mother accused her of being like her father. Madeline didn’t see it. Father seemed quite satisfied to live here along this river, in this house.

      Mother and Father would live out their lives here. Growing and harvesting crops. Preparing meals. Hosting a party every couple of years.

      Mon Dieu.

      Sometimes Madeline thought she might burst out of her skin if she had to stay here for another minute.

      Unfortunately, she’d yet to see any other options.

      A keelboat floated down the middle of the river. They were too far away for her to see anyone, but the passengers were traveling somewhere.

      Somewhere not here.

      Madeline sighed.

      Life was literally passing her by while she stood here chained to this farm.

      Chapter 2

      Wyatt Guillory turned the steering wheel of his BMW sedan and started down the lane leading to Becquerel Plantation.

      He turned down his radio and saw that he had cell phone service again. The area coming in south of here was a dead zone.

      Big oak trees canopied the dirt road, draped with silver Spanish moss swaying in the wind.

      Wyatt wasn’t from here. He’d grown up in Houston.

      But his father had married a woman from here. Wyatt had just been starting college then, so he only visited a few times during the time his father lived up here.

      The woman had a daughter—Hannah Sinclair, a couple of years younger than Wyatt.

      Wyatt had met her a few times and found her to be a pleasant girl.

      But they’d never spent much time together and certainly hadn’t grown up together.

      As he pulled up to the front porch of the house—mansion really—he saw a woman standing on the front porch.

      She was a middle-aged woman wearing a dark gray business suit. She waved and smiled as she came down the front steps, then quickly switched to a concerned expression.

      It was almost like she couldn’t decide whether to be friendly or alarmed, then went with concerned.

      A good choice, considering the situation.

      She waited while Wyatt turned off the motor and stepped out of the car.

      “Wyatt?” she said, coming up and holding out a hand.

      He nodded and shook her thin hand.

      “Martha Black?” Wyatt asked, already knowing who she was.

      “Of course,” she said. “Thank you so much for driving up here. How was your drive?” Her voice dripped with southern honey.

      “Actually,” he said, fighting the urge to stretch his back. “It was a long drive. It’s been a long time since I did it.”

      Martha smiled again. “I can only imagine,” she said. “Come on inside.”

      Wyatt followed her up the stairs and through the front door into the parlor.

      He was struck by how quiet it was inside the house.

      There was a grandfather clock next to the stairs, but it stood silent.

      “We can sit down in the parlor and talk,” she said.

      Wyatt refrained from telling her that sitting was the last thing he wanted to do right now.

      What he wanted to do was to get this over with so he could check into his hotel room in Natchez and sleep the rest of the day.

      “Can I get you some tea or coffee?” Martha asked.

      And he was reminded that this was the rural south. Things moved at a much slower pace than they did in Houston.

      “Whichever you have,” he said.

      “Make yourself at home,” she said over her shoulder. “I’ll be right back.”

      Wyatt blew out a breath and stretched his back.

      He’d never been inside the old house, but it lived up to its elegant reputation.

      He sat on a sofa that had seen better days and Martha returned with two glasses and pitcher of iced tea.

      Wyatt had been expecting hot tea, but again… the south.

      He’d never been a fan of cold tea.

      Nonetheless, he thanked Martha and managed not to make a face when he tasted it.

      “You said you had an urgent matter to discuss,” he said, holding the glass in his lap with both hands. “about Hannah.”

      “Yes,” she said, the concerned expression was back. “She’s missing.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Martha set her glass on the coffee table and leaned forward.

      “Her car is out back and her things are upstairs.” She paused, giving him time to absorb her words. “But I haven’t talked to her in two weeks.”

      “Two weeks.” Wyatt ran a hand through his hair. “That’s a long time.”

      Martha squared her shoulders. “I was trying to give her space.”

      “I understand, but…”

      Wyatt sipped some of the tea. It actually wasn’t all that bad.

      “Why did you call me?” he asked.

      “You’re listed as her next of kin.”

      Chapter 3

      The sun was just barely up and already, the heat was stifling.

      Madeline turned reluctantly away from the river and walked along the narrow path toward the house.

      A water moccasin slithered slowly across the trail in front of her. Stopping, she leaned on the walking stick she carried, but she was prepared to defend herself from the snake.

      Her brother would have been running away, squealing like a girl at the sight of the deadly snake. Though she didn’t care for snakes, Madeline wasn’t afraid of them either.

      She waited, watching with more curiosity than anything else, until the snake had passed, before continuing down the path.

      An unusual sound overhead caught her attention and she looked up. A long white cloud slashed across the bright blue sky.

      It was the only cloud in the sky.

      But… the cloud was… moving. It looked like someone was slowly drawing a streak of white paint across the sky.

      She squinted and studied the cloud.

      There was a bird flying high in front of it. she watched until it disappeared on the horizon, the white cloud slowly dissipating.

      And then the cloud was gone, leaving no sign of either it or the bird.

      She shook her head and started walking again. Perhaps it had been a trick of the blinding sunlight.

      Today was laundry day, she remembered as she saw her cousin, Martinique walking outside with a basket of dirty clothes. His wife, Hannah, followed closely behind, carrying the washboard.

      Martinique doted on Hannah, not allowing her to carry anything heavier than a leather book. She was surprised he was letting her carry the washboard. Of course, it barely weighed more than a couple of books.

      Hannah had already had two babies.

      From what Madeline could glean, if a woman could give birth and carry around a child or two, she could more than handle a basket of clothes.

      But it wasn’t her business.

      Though she had learned one thing.

      She was never having children.

      Madeline looked back at the sky.

      Mon Dieu.

      She really needed to get out of here before she became daft like Uncle Nathaniel.
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